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Abstract 
Migration is recognised as an escalating phenomenon of human behaviour worldwide.  
In the Southern African region African migrations and migrants have remained a focal 
point of discussion amongst politicians, citizens and migrants themselves in recent 
years.   In South Africa, a major destination of migrants from various African 
Diasporas, this renewed interest in the topic has occurred in the context of xenophobic 
related violence aimed at foreigners within the broader economic, political and social 
arena.  These factors extend to South Africa’s relationships with her near neighbours. 
Thus, Zimbabwe’s political, economic and social crisis has overflowed into South 
African borders, contributing large numbers of migrants to her population.  Previous 
research has underrepresented the perspectives of migrants and Zimbabwean migrants 
in particular. Zimbabwean migrants seek economic opportunities to better themselves 
and maintain the survival of their families who remain in their country of origin.  
They are transnationals who engage in continuous movement between one place and 
the next, supporting various livelihoods.  Little is understood about migrant 
adaptation to their complex contexts. In this research project, content analysis was 
conducted of data gathered during interviews and participant-observation of 
Zimbabwean migrant traders on the beachfront informal market in Port Elizabeth.  
The maintenance of the cultural values and identity of the myth of the hero as 
upholder of household honour was found to be significant in the adaptation of 
migrants to their multi-faceted lives.  The findings indicate that migrant life is indeed 
uncertain and ever-changing.  Their resilience in the face of continual change 
illustrated both conflict and compromise between “social cohesiveness (and) social 
flexibility” (Bauman, 1998: 15-16).   
   
Key words: Zimbabwean migrants, transience, adaptation, myth, hero, identity, 
xenophobia 
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 Chapter 1: Introduction  
 
1.1 Background 
 
Migration has been a characteristic human adaptive response to their environments, 
since hunter-gatherers first engaged in nomadic socio-economic practices to the 
corporate circular migrant of more complex societies. Migration worldwide has 
shown no sign of abating and is actually on the increase (Castles, 2004).  The 
escalation of the movement of peoples coupled with attributes of globalisation such as 
the merging of physical boundaries between nations and the blurring of boundaries at 
a virtual level through electronic communications has contributed to the threat of 
dissolution for small, vulnerable groups (see Scupin, 2000).  All human societies are 
experiencing this tension on some level and it is into these societies that migrants are 
arriving.  Globalisation processes, including the constant and rapid change 
characteristic of the modern age, inspire a certain element of transience in human 
experience.  Electronic communications such as electronic mail (e-mail) and the 
internet are prime examples of the transience in human exchanges as this technology 
allows humans to transcend time and space in their messaging.  Migrants, particularly 
circular migrants, however, exist in a transient world on many levels as they travel 
between homeland and host country, navigating various boundaries as they negotiate 
livelihoods within each setting.  How migrants “manage” these livelihoods and the 
spaces in between their multiple roles, ‘homes’ and relationships is important in the 
context of the complexities they, their families and their host and home country face.  
Migrants who are forced to leave their country of origin due to social, economic and 
political disturbances are particularly vulnerable to the xenophobic attitudes of those 
in the host country that fear that resources are threatened by their presence.  
Xenophobia exacerbates the fears and feelings of uncertainty that the migrant would 
feel under normal circumstances of migrating.   
 
The incidence of xenophobic attacks on foreign migrants and migrant workers to 
South Africa has been the subject of much media attention in the last two years or so 
and is an ongoing issue.  May 2008 saw a surge of violence against migrants which 
resulted in 62 murders and countless attacks on migrants according to the article 
‘South Africa: Xenophobia, Crime and Security in SA’ at the website Allafrica.com 
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(2008).  Zimbabweans and Mozambicans were amongst the groups most severely 
affected by this spate of xenophobic-related aggression.  It is estimated that 40 000 
migrants fled in the wake of these attacks and had to be accommodated in temporary 
shelters while refugee camps were constructed to house them (“South Africa: 
Xenophobia”, 2008).   
 
In Brazzaville, Atteridgeville, west of Pretoria, the site of the outbreak of the 2008 
xenophobic violence, resentment and bitterness towards foreigners is still felt by the 
South African residents, who feel cheated by the lack of government support and 
services (Dibetle and Rossouw, 2009c; see Dibetle and Rossouw, 2009d).  Residents, 
already impatient at the delay in service provision such as that of electricity and 
housing, resented sharing with foreigners what little resources were available to 
themselves.  The government’s provision for the protection of foreigners was then 
perceived to be made available at the expense of resources meant for South Africans.  
While government representatives assured the public that xenophobic attacks were 
contained and had actually ceased and foreigners were able to return to their homes 
and businesses, evidence to the contrary surfaced in a survey conducted by the forced 
migration programme (Dibetle and Rossouw, 2009c). Victims of xenophobia, it was 
maintained, did not reintegrate into the societies.  Attitudes towards foreigners 
remained negative and xenophobic acts continued to erupt sporadically, as evidenced 
by the attacks on foreigners’ shacks in De Doorns in the Western Cape in November 
2009 (Dibetle and Rossouw, 2009a; see “Dibetle and Rossouw, 2009b; Dibetle and 
Rossouw, 2009c). 
 
Xenophobic attitudes and action is not a new social issue in South African society. 
Documented xenophobic attitudes and incidences in South Africa between local and 
foreign traders can be traced back to 1977 (“South Africa: Xenophobia”, 2008).  
Attitudes towards foreign traders were expressed by the then chairperson of the 
Johannesburg Hawkers Committee who referred to foreign hawkers as ‘leeches’ 
(“South Africa: Xenophobia”, 2008).  Since then, socio-economic problems, 
including unemployment and increased crime, particularly sexual-based crimes, have 
been blamed on foreign migrants.  Attitudes were surveyed in two national surveys 
conducted by the South African Migration Project (SAMP) in 1997 and 2006 
respectively (“South Africa: Xenophobia”, 2008).  Statistics from the 1997 survey 
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revealed that 25% of respondents desired a complete ban on migration and 
immigration and 22% advocated the official return of all foreigners, then working in 
South Africa, to their own countries.  In the 2006 survey, attitudes were consistently 
negative, with approximately 60% of respondents holding foreigners responsible for 
the depletion of resources and increases in crime levels.   
 
Social attitudes of the South African citizen towards migration and migrants have 
been reflected at higher levels of governing bodies which have restricted initiatives to 
integrate migrants (Peberdy, 1999: 16).  In the early 1990s the freer movement of 
people between African states was put forward in various documents displaying the 
ideals embedded in the Southern African Development Community (SADC) 
proposals and initiatives.  As part of a larger initiative towards economic integration 
and the overturning of the legacies of colonial borders which had created divisions, 
separations and false national identities, the free movement of people was to be 
assembled under an umbrella of regional co-operation between member states (see: 
the 1995 SADC Draft Protocol on Free Movement in Oucho and Crush, 2001: 139).   
 
Many of South Africa’s objections to the free movement of persons as laid out by the 
Human Sciences Research Council (HSRC), reflected the opinions uncovered in the 
SAMP surveys of 1997 and 2006, which claimed that a greater influx of migrants into 
South Africa would threaten South African job-seekers (“South Africa: Xenophobia”, 
2008).  The HSRC maintained that South African xenophobic attitudes and actions 
against foreigners would increase due to the strain on South African resources and 
services caused by migrant populations.  Yet, South Africa’s rejection of the free 
movement of persons included no discussion on how to manage the acknowledged 
issue of migrations and immigrations and seems to encourage the development of 
xenophobic attitudes by continuing to maintain a ‘stay-out’ policy towards migrants 
(Oucho and Crush, 2001: 147).  South African official policy towards migrants 
reflects ambiguity in the lack of clear guidelines regarding migrants and migration.  
This ambiguity is yet another facet of the transience characteristic of the migrant 
experience in general.  South African society does not reflect this ambiguity, 
however.  Xenophobia spurs fears and feelings of uncertainty in local South Africans 
as well as in migrant populations.  No one is certain when the next xenophobic attacks 
will break out and who will be targeted in the indiscriminate violence.   In addition, 
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fears and perceptions that migrants are a drain on resources while failing to contribute 
economically are unsupported by evidence, yet are consistently quoted by anti-
migrationists (Oucho and Crush, 2001: 147).  In the context of current economic and 
employment instability globally as well as nationally, however, these fears have been 
aggravated and should not be ignored. 
 
Recent developments in official attitudes towards migrants as exemplified in 2001 
government policy statements, demonstrate that skilled migrants may be more readily 
accepted into South Africa.  According to Peberdy (1999: 17) this softer approach was 
mitigated by previous statements supporting the acceptance of only southern African 
skilled foreign workers with the stipulation that their sojourn in South Africa should 
be of a temporary nature.  The issuing of multiple-entry visas was severely curtailed 
in 1996 plus new visiting visa application fees were instituted for Mozambicans and 
the requirement for all to produce documentation such as bank statements.  Since 
these restrictions applied mainly to Zimbabweans and Mozambicans, the result may 
have been an increase in illegal border jumping by those refused legal entry into 
South Africa (Peberdy, 1999: 18).  The increase in police vigilance to protect borders 
and patrol the interior has been a “draconian measure ... to protect the nation from the 
perceived ‘influx’ of undocumented migrants from the region ...” (Peberdy, 1999: 18), 
and is reminiscent of the apartheid-style ‘strong-arm’ approach to conflict and the 
threat of social instability. 
 
Measures taken to detect illegal immigrants include the checking of identity books, a 
practice also evocative of the apartheid era checks of pass books (Peberdy, 1999: 21).  
Those without the South African identity book may go through the processes of 
detention and repatriation, without benefit of legal services.  A further disturbing 
reminder of apartheid-style tactics and attitude is the distinction of foreign black 
Africans by their skin colour, accent, language and dress, amongst other physical 
signs.  The language used to describe immigrants and migrants, is also discriminatory 
with the use of terms such as ‘alien’ and ‘illegal alien’; this has contributed to the 
‘othering’ of foreign workers.  This development of a black African migrant as ‘other’ 
is an unusual development considering the history of South Africa in relation to 
apartheid and the racial discrimination of blacks by whites.  Viewing a ‘brother’ as 
‘other’ after such a history reflects ambivalence between migrant and local racial 
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groups in South Africa. In addition, the immigrant is not differentiated from the 
migrant in official documents (Peberdy, 1999: 24).  Migrants face added dimensions 
to an already complex transient existence.  All are aliens, whether they are temporary 
or permanent residents of South Africa.  These issues and practices, taken together, in 
an already undefined situation, create a climate in which xenophobic attitudes could 
easily be aggravated at any societal level via media reports and other communication 
channels.  
 
Migrant workers have been a part of South African history for decades and since 1994 
democracy in South Africa has continued to attract foreign Africans fleeing 
oppression, poverty, war and disease in their own countries (Oucho and Crush, 2001: 
146).  South Africans still awaiting promised development and economic and social 
services delivery perceive the influx of foreigners as a threat to their attainment and 
maintenance of resources.  Migrants themselves, seeking economic possibilities in 
what they view as one of the most developed countries in Africa, are met with more 
than the average uncertainties common to entering a new country.  Changes in 
physical, cultural and socio-emotional contexts within the dual demands of host and 
home country suggest an adaptive juggling of identities in complex environmental 
and social interactions (Masade, 2007: 95).  Escalating prices of commodities and 
global economic trends have contributed to a growing dissatisfaction and tension over 
resources in South Africa.   Growing xenophobic perceptions towards foreigners 
contribute to their already ambiguous situation.  South Africa’s near neighbour, 
Zimbabwe, has contributed dramatically to the migrants fleeing from political 
persecution and poverty, seeking safety and security within South African borders.  
 
1.2 Problem Statement 
 
The political and social instability in Zimbabwe shows no sign of abating and the 
effect of such a rapid influx of both legal and illegal Zimbabwean migrants into South 
African territory is hard to estimate statistically.  Zimbabweans are thought to be the 
largest group of migrants entering South Africa and seem to be the most vulnerable 
target of incidences of xenophobia (“South Africa: Xenophobia”, 2008).  Attitudes in 
South African society, opinions expressed by media, government representatives and 
policies illustrate negative perceptions regarding migrants and migration (Dibetle and 
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Rossouw, 2009a; see Dibetle and Rossouw, 2009b; Dibetle and Rossouw, 2009c; 
Dibetle and Rossouw, 2009d).  In view of the fact that migration is a universal 
behaviour associated with human history since peoples first populated the earth, it is 
likely to remain an ever-present reality.  The world’s increasing technological 
complexity has created a virtual dimension to the interdependence of nations.  Speedy 
communication, globalisation, diffusion of cultures have occurred more rapidly 
through the vehicle of virtual interaction, forming a global community of many 
connected nations and cultures.  The interdependence of this global community is 
threatened by xenophobic attitudes and acts.  While the world faces increasing 
interconnection, resources continue to dwindle.  Social conflict and the abuse of 
human rights aggravate and inform political and economic instability in a region.  
Human history has catalogued our catastrophes and triumphs and processes of 
adaptation.  It is our flexibility, creativity and ability to preserve and change our 
thinking and behaviour through our cultures that enables our survival.  Thus, the 
examination of human adaptation to their environments is fundamental in the 
furtherance of our understanding of human socio-cultural processes and ultimately our 
continuance as a species.  Migrants in their unusually transient existence offer a 
fascinating glimpse into adaptation in its most vital sense.   
 
1.3 Aim of the study 
 
In the face of their realities, this study seeks to illuminate the adaptive processes of 
migrants through the examination of cultural myths of journeying heroes in a 
comparison with the personal narratives of the migrants.  “There is never a single, 
orthodox version of a myth.  As our circumstances change, we need to tell our stories 
differently in order to bring out their timeless truth … (and) make it speak to the new 
conditions.” (Armstrong, 2005: 11)  The constantly changing conditions societies face 
necessitate the need to seek to bring disparate peoples together through renewing 
shared myths and narratives. 
 
1.4 Primary Research Question 
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In the examination of the experience of Zimbabwean migrants moving to and working 
in South Africa, this research project will be guided by the following primary 
question:  
- Do cultural hero myths play a role in the adaptation process of Zimbabwean 
Migrants in Port Elizabeth, South Africa? 
 
1.4.1 Secondary Research Questions/ Research Objectives 
 
- How do the migrants use myth to establish order in their lives? 
 
- Do the hero/journey myths give the migrants a sense of ‘fit’ by illustrating 
ways of adapting to the new society and culture?  
 
- Do the migrants ‘shape’ their narratives according to the themes inherent in 
myth? 
 
1.5 Significance of study 
 
Investigations into creating ties of commonality between peoples are important areas 
of concern in light of the increasing complexity of human communication and the 
growing competition over resources.  This is emphasised when competition and 
complexity is coupled with and enhanced by the movements of peoples leading to 
multi-cultural cities and societies.  The worldviews and values of peoples must be 
examined in order to facilitate our understanding of their perceptions - how they see 
the world and how this interacts with the way they communicate and interpret what 
they receive and experience. 
 
During the writing of the literature review on the subject, the researcher found that 
information and research conducted on the lives of immigrants and migrants is, in 
general, insufficient and research into migrant perspectives is even rarer. 
Explorations into the process of their migrations and how they adapt to their 
circumstances could be a key component in furthering research into intervention 
strategies to assist their adaptation.  Since peoples began to communicate 
symbolically, they have represented themselves, their values and worldviews in the 
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narration of and as part of their interaction with their external realities (Douglas, 
1967: 66).   
 
Stories of human origins and myths to explain the unexplainable took on sacred 
significance and became vehicles of the values and collective wisdom of cultures 
(Kourie, 1993: 116).  In one such example, the Shona of Zimbabwe told of the origins 
of human beings in a myth which reveals the development of values.  God (Mwari), 
creates a man, Musikavanhu, who is allowed to descend to the newly created earth, 
upon which he witnesses the creation of animals and fathers his own children with a 
woman given him by God (Scheub, 2000: 164).  The children ‘sin’ by becoming 
drunk “and inflated with pride, declared that God was dead and that one of them 
would become God.” (Scheub, 2000: 164).  This pride can be connected to 
individualism and despite warnings from God, the humans continued in their 
disobedience and pride, resulting in His angry cursing of the earth.  Ultimately, this 
introduced murder into human and animal societies.  Thus, pride or individualism led 
to further disobedience and separation from God and contributed to human suffering 
(Scheub, 2000: 164).  This myth acts as a vehicle for the transmission of values, such 
as collectivism, humility and the protection and maintenance of humanity.  Human 
explanations of their experiences and of the mysterious assist human social, physical 
and psychological adaptation to external realities - providing a way of ‘talking’ to 
ourselves and others.    
 
Myths have included strong components of journeying, discovery, conflict, threat and 
adaptation to experiences - through culturally-specific value-laden messages.  Such 
culturally-specific myths, passed down through the centuries have important social 
functions in the communication and maintenance of values (Ford, 1999: viii-ix).  
Whether myths as vehicles of culture are still applied in a daily existence of 
adaptation to current social realities is an important arena for the study of human 
experiences.  The narration of their experiences and the extent of the connection 
between current cultural values and those as portrayed over time through myth may 
uncover motivations and desires of peoples and has the potential to create currents of 
shared understanding.  The study of migrant perspectives is an area of research which 
can contribute to such a shared understanding by the revelation of universal human 
similarity as well as cultural difference. 
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1.6. Theoretical Framework 
 
A key aspect of migrant experience and a common theme associated with migration is 
‘movement’.  An initial exploration into what it could be like to be a migrant first 
conjures up associations with movement of persons and recurrent changes in 
circumstances.  A migrant may be viewed as ‘in-between’ familiar and unfamiliar 
worlds, constantly adapting to unfamiliarity and in a process of turning the unfamiliar 
into the familiar. 
 
This proposed characteristic of ‘in-betweenness’ and ‘process’ presents an interesting 
opportunity to apply the theories of anthropologist Victor Turner (1967) to the 
understanding of the migrant experience.  Human beings are such socially complex 
beings that we have of necessity developed cultural practices which reflect our social 
complexity.  Our lengthy enculturation process enables us to learn our cultural values 
and norms throughout the life course, specifically with regard to certain stages in our 
existence.  Life stages such as transitions from childhood into adulthood and 
singleness to marriage are often accompanied by “rites (of passage) which accompany 
every change of place, state, social position and age” (van Gennep, 1960 in Turner, 
1967: 94)1.  
 
Turner’s study of Ndembu ritual in Zambia led him to describe rites of passage in 
terms of a transitional state he termed ‘communitas’ (1967 quoted in Moore, 1997: 
228).  This state occurred as a result of rites of passage or pilgrimage and was 
experienced as a condition unfettered by time and the usual social constraints and 
supports common to everyday existence (Turner, 1967: 93, 98, 105).  Building upon 
and refining the work of van Gennep (1960 in Turner, 1967: 94; see also Moore, 
1997: 229) regarding rites of passage, Turner depicted the transient stages of this kind 
of experience using metaphor developed from the Latin limen, meaning ‘threshold’ 
(Moore, 1997: 229).  His preliminal, liminal and postliminal positions translated as 
the “stages of separation, transition, and reintegration of social statuses” (Moore, 
1997: 229 and Turner, 1967: 94, 106).  These stages were an important part of ritual 
in the social processes of the societies Turner studied (see Turner, 1967: 93-111).   
                                                 
1 Insert not included in original. 
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Rituals were perceived by Turner to be “social dramas” - part of a continuing process 
of social stages typified by “breach, crisis, redress and reintegration” (1967 quoted in 
Moore, 1997: 231).  These stages he used to analyse conflict - and the processes of 
ritual in the resolution of conflict.  Social processes which were not characterised by 
conflict were termed ‘social enterprises’ and expressed a more cooperative and 
collective character.  Turner expressed these ideas in a series of studies including the 
Ndembu and an analysis of Icelandic sagas.  These studies contributed the idea of 
‘theatre’ to his analysis of social dramas and enterprises and theatre incorporated his 
ideas surrounding ritual, symbol and meaning into an all-inclusive approach to the 
study of social life. 
 
Symbols can be defined as signifying meaning; they orient us to our environments 
through our appropriation of them in social interaction and social processes (Turner, 
1967: 20).  To Clifford Geertz, (1975: 141), symbols are “strategies for encompassing 
situations”.  We orient ourselves towards our environment using symbols by agreeing 
on the meaning we attach to these symbols. It is thus important to understand how 
others “define situations and how they go about coming to terms with them.” (Geertz, 
1975: 141).  An important part of a migrant’s adaptation, may be the use of strategy 
and symbol in the adaptation process.  Do they define their situation as liminal?  In 
what ways are they liminal?  How do they express this symbolically?  As migrants, 
they carry memories of their countries and cultures of origin, creating a pattern of 
meaning.   
 
Geertz (1975: 10) saw that such a system of meaning can be illuminated by “a cluster 
of symbols … woven into some sort of ordered whole.”  Using the ideas of Geertz in 
a ‘teasing apart’ of the system of meaning, it is intended to examine the symbols 
expressed by the migrant in verbal communication.  In the telling of his or her story, 
the symbols a migrant may use could express a density of meaning, including themes 
such as a sense of nostalgia for the country of origin and its symbols.   This density of 
meaning may also include symbols and themes originating from their experience in 
South Africa, such as isolation and separation.  Additionally, Geertz’s development 
that symbols are strategies can be applied to an understanding of the migrant’s 
interaction with both the new and old environments encountered (Geertz, 1975: 141). 
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A ‘thick description’ as advocated by Geertz (1975: 10) in the analysis of socio-
cultural phenomena may well ensue from the stories and observation of the migrant 
participants of this study.  Rather than aiming at an objective versus subjective 
approach, the exploration into migrant lives will emphasise the significance of what is 
said.  This is in line with the prominence given by Geertz to the individual and 
collective interaction with culture, which recognises the interaction of the individual 
as actor within the broader sphere of culture.  The symbols used in the interactions of 
both participant and researcher will be of interest as vehicles of the themes revealed.  
Symbols in this context reflect Geertz’s (1975: 10) interest in the connection between 
symbol and ritual as “phases in social process(es)” which assist in adaptation to 
change and environment.  Such investigations necessitate the essential role of the 
specialist/participant who interprets the symbols, and the contextual analysis by the 
researcher - a co-creation of meaning and understanding (Geertz, 1975: 25). 
 
The role of individual and culture in the formation of meaning and the significance of 
what is said is an important element in interaction particularly in the context of the 
migrant.  The migrant may exhibit elements of transience and liminality as he exists 
on a threshold between integration into a society and marginalisation due to 
conflicting identities and relationships.  Time is delineated by periods in the home 
country and the country of occupation and the periods of travel in between.  Social 
constraints at work within each time period and social structure may not be the same 
in each place.   Turner’s “stages of separation, transition, and reintegration of social 
statuses” (1967, quoted in Moore, 1997: 229) may be illustrated in the migrant 
experience of physical movement and social and psychological adjustment.  This is 
comparable with the possibility of “breach, crisis, redress and reintegration” (Turner 
1967 in Moore, 1997: 231). 
 
How do these migrants construct their realities within a dynamic, even fluid existence, 
what framework do they use to create meaning and how do they reconcile their 
realities with their past lives?  Since the construction of self is embedded in relation to 
a larger cultural milieu, the migrant home culture will inform perceptions, values and 
beliefs.  Yet, since selves are also constructed in the process of interaction with others 
the unusual context of migrant life will reveal an interesting facet of the construction 
of self in relationships (Du Toit, 2004: 246).  Migrant situations may include isolation 
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at times from fellow countrymen as well as adaptation to a cultural melting pot, in 
which they must cooperate or compete with other foreigners and South Africans.  This 
suggests adaptations to current realities informed by perceptions of those realities; an 
ongoing dialogue between those who are ‘others’ both to each other and to the 
mainstream culture.   
 
While visible characteristics between peoples may or may not define difference, those 
invisible cultural components, values and beliefs are clearly portrayed in the ‘stories’ 
people tell of themselves and their cultures.  The story of selves is spoken through 
words, images, clothing, gestures, a way of eating, body language, and so on.  The 
way people think, even the way they feel, according to some, is enlightened by 
culturally defined attitudes.  Stories as told and retold to the self and others will reflect 
this.  One of the main sources of cultural identity is in the retelling of cultural 
narratives entrenched knowingly or unknowingly in personal narratives.  Every 
culture has explanations which deal with the fear of the unknown, the uncertain or the 
obviously threatening (Seerveld, 1993: 29 and Pike, 1993: 54, 56).  These cultural 
histories or ‘myths’ assist humans to adapt to the frightening reality of ‘being’ - 
existing in a world of seemingly endless possibilities and realities (Ford, 1999: viii-ix, 
173).  Myths of origins, of journeying heroes or peoples encapsulate the human 
propensity for explanation, structuring our experience, giving a name to human 
desires and fears.  In essence, myths of origins act as a ‘charter’ of our behaviour 
(Malinowski, 1954 in Csapo, 2005: 143). 
 
Human beings are born into a type of chaos which they must make sense of and adapt 
to - they do this using culture, an already existent set of patterned responses and 
material tools designed, modified and appropriated over generations (Pike, 1993: 54, 
56-57 and Swanepoel, 1993: 170).  Chaos is defined for the purposes of this study as 
any type of unexplainable, undefined social reality as well as an active breaking down 
of a social or cultural ‘world’.  Myth reveals themes which are culturally-designed 
responses which balance ‘chaos’ with its foil - order (Seerveld, 1993: 28).  Thus, what 
is mysterious and unknowable is given form and explained.  A function of myth can 
also include the contrasting of themes, for example, in some myths the theme of 
separation or disharmony is contrasted against unity and synchronization (Ford, 1999: 
173). 
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A migrant’s life reflects, in many ways, some of the negative themes of myths and the 
necessity for myth.  Chaos, fragmentation and unpredictability are often natural 
outcomes of migrant life which itself can be compared with the journeying mythic 
hero whose quest is challenged continually and who must overcome in order to 
experience completion or resolution of some kind or attainment of a goal (Ford, 1999: 
3-4 and Seerveld, 1993: 28).  Hero myths usually involve a journey of discovery or 
necessity; a searching for a truth, a home or a wife and opposition to overcome, such 
as battles with monsters or hidden dangers.  Many myths, including hero myths, are 
concerned with issues of humanity and community and promote values of 
brotherhood, commonly termed ‘ubuntu’ in collective African societies (Ford, 1999: 
11).  Ubuntu is, according to Du Toit (2004: 250), an essential element of 
ethnotheology which “is lived out in the everyday experiences” of a vital oral African 
tradition.  If Ubuntu could really be viewed as a unifying African value, it could 
become part of a strategy in the combating of xenophobia. 
 
The migrant journeys in search of safety, security and even basic survival, the 
experience includes a personal chaos effected by separation from loved ones, the loss 
of place - physical, social and psychological.  The journey itself involves personal 
danger, depending on the manner in which the migrant crosses South African borders 
- whether legally or illegally.  Legal or illegal, the migrant faces insecurity in the 
struggle to find work but the greatest challenge to combat is the ‘monster’ of 
xenophobia - one of the “monster(s) consum(ing) (our) humanity” (Ford, 1999: 39).   
 
Hero myths have within them similar beginnings, separations, losses, conflicts and 
aspects of liminality of the hero-wanderer and include the messages of a culture 
which promote its values in myth’s resolution and the process towards resolution 
(Pike, 1993: 61).  Thus, myth has value as a comparative narrative with which to 
generate understanding of the perspective of migrant experience.  This includes the 
process of migration, the cycles of adaptation and the inherently transient nature of 
both migration and the adaptation of the migrant, who remains a transnational - with 
roots in the home country yet investments within the adopted territory.   
 
Understanding can be generated through the examination and comparison of symbolic 
journeys; the experiences of the heroes in myth, with the personal journey of the 
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migrant (Ford, 1999: 11).  Furthermore, myth, due to the emphasis on community and 
human place within relationships illustrates an appreciation of relationship - between 
migrant and others.  This is because myths are intrinsically social; created in an 
interactive communication with audience, and, cultural; carrying specific shades and 
elements of cultures within the images, values and ideas portrayed (Ford, 1999: viii-
ix).  This tension between the individual as active co-creator of personal myth within 
the larger framework of cultural myth-making creates an ideal background with which 
to study migrant realities.  Myths are also dynamic - they are continually constructed 
and adapted and yet they retain an original essence - because they are repeated 
(Douglas, 1967: 110 and Pike, 1993: 54)2.  This repetition of myth makes it a part of a 
culture’s historical narrative.   
 
There has always been a tension between mythos, long connected to mystery, 
symbolism and fantasy, and logos - viewed as factual truth, scientifically grounded.  
The Latin version of myth, mythos has been historically held as inferior to its 
counterpart, logos. Traditionally logos was said by philosophers of the ages, to “make 
explicit what is merely implicit in mythos” (Rose, 2007: 632) through more 
sophisticated and therefore ‘better’ means.  Myth and logos were placed on a 
worldview continuum which charted humankind’s evolution of thought culminating 
in logos - logic and reason.  Blumenberg (1985 in Rose, 2007: 632), maintains that 
myth and logos should be seen as two equally valuable ways of understanding and 
adapting to the significance of life, placing the self within it and engaging in a 
conversation of ‘significances’ with different realities. 
 
Myth, then, is thus free of temporal restraints due to its dynamism and is also a viable 
alternative to logos as a means of explaining and engaging with reality (Swanepoel, 
1993: 172).  According to Bidney (1955: 11-12), “(t)he mythic perception is just as 
real as the scientific since every feature of our human experience has a claim to 
reality.  Thus myth may be said to contribute a truth of its own as a distinct, 
qualitative way of envisaging reality through its own symbolic forms and categories 
…”.  According to Jourdain, “we make myths every day without knowing it” (quoted 
                                                 
2 Italics in original. 
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in Bidney, 1955: 20) and it is the daily mythmaking of migrants as a contribution to 
the truth of their reality that will inform the impetus of this study.   
 
The motivation for this study originated partly from the researcher’s own experience 
of leaving her home country of Zimbabwe and making several journeys to unfamiliar 
countries in search of employment security.  Meeting many Zimbabwean migrants in 
South Africa and establishing friendships necessitated the sharing of personal 
histories.  This interaction stimulated questions and revealed the need to discover 
more about the situation and adaptation process of the migrant. Why they have come 
to South Africa and how they make meaning of their experiences in their situations is 
an important step in facilitating a two-way process of adaptation between themselves 
and their new environment.   Migration in general as a global phenomenon shows no 
sign of decreasing and research into migration has therefore, an ongoing and current 
significance.  Understanding the perspective of the migrant will reveal the worldviews 
and experiences of a marginalised, yet ever-developing group. The literature on 
migrants illustrates a need for information on migrant perspectives, their experiences 
and their stories.  Research into this field has the potential to contribute to our 
understanding of migrant realities and to the development of action research programs 
with a view to facilitating the inclusion of migrants into a more accommodating 
society. 
 
1.7. Literature Review 
 
1.7.1 The Migrant 
 
The life of a migrant could be said to be characterised by movement - between the 
‘natural’ home, where national identities were constructed, and the country of 
temporary residence.  In a South African television documentary; Homelands: The 
Two Lives of a Malawian Gardener (Segal, 2008), the migrant, defined as a ‘cyclical 
migrant’ visited Malawi, his country of origin a minimum of once every two to three 
years.  His times in Malawi and South Africa had no fixed or set period; the criterion 
governing his movements between each country was to make money - to send home 
and to pay for the travel both there and back to South Africa.  The undefined or dual 
nature of this migrant’s life and identity is epitomised in the fact that at home, he was 
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a landowning farmer, while in South Africa, a gardener.  Such a change in status, 
“from master to servant” (Segal, 2008) was just one of the many adaptations he had to 
make as he crossed the physical borders between these two countries.  In both 
countries he had a wife and family to support - thus family ties and responsibilities 
made each country ‘home’.  Defining migrant life, therefore, is problematic because 
of the variation in and complex nature of the circumstances of each migrant and 
because of the degree of how ‘migrant-like’ their lives really are.  For instance, some 
migrants stay in South Africa for a few months and then return home, others remain 
for years with periodic visits home.   
 
The life of the migrant in Homelands: The Two Lives of a Malawian Gardener (Segal, 
2008) suggests an existence which is in-between places - if not an entirely fluid 
reality; a dynamic one.  There is a temporal, physical, psychological and relational 
‘in-betweenness’ in the description of this Malawian’s life as well as an indication of 
sustained realities in both countries.  Physical in the sense of his actual movement 
between places, temporal in his open-ended periods in each place, psychological in 
the changes of status and relational due to the time spent away from his two families 
and the ‘pull’ of each family on his time and money wherever he may be at the time.   
 
In the telling of his story, the Malawian migrant (Segal, 2008) alluded to the cultural 
importance of returning home to be buried and his worries about dying away from 
home in South Africa.  Being buried at home allows relatives the opportunity of 
visiting the grave to mourn and commune with the ancestors.  It gives the descendents 
a sense of identity as they can point out their lineage in the physical evidence of the 
graves and the spiritual presence of the ancestors.  In many African cultures, the 
ancestors provide a vital social function as bearers of the collective wisdom of the 
people.  According to Holland (2001: 185) “The ancestors control social relationships 
throughout Africa.  They are the cement which holds the social order together.” 
Stories are told to the young of the origins of their people, stories are created in active 
participation in ritual communications with the ancestors.  Thus, in the retelling and 
continual participation in the story of the life of a people, the people affirm their 
existence - past, present and into the future through the young.  Such stories of 
origins, heroes and journeys of a collective people are known as myths. 
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1.7.2 Myth as story, affirming existence  
 
What are myths?  Myth (muthos/mythos - Greek) is “a traditional story concerning 
the early history of a people or explaining a natural or social fact” (Soanes, Spooner 
and Hawker, 2001: 589).  Anthropologists have defined myth as “foundation(s)” 
(Turner, 1967: 152) of our cultures which contain a sacred truth or explanation and 
relate to our behaviours as expressed in ritual (Glazier, 1998). Myth was thought to 
contribute to social cohesion or divulge the hidden purposes behind human thought 
according to Malinowski (1926 in Glazier, 1998).  To the ancient Greek philosophers, 
myth bridged the gap between the “rational, philosophical truth (and) traditional, 
religious beliefs” by acting as allegories which assisted the “reve(lation) (of) 
naturalistic and moral truths.”  (Bidney, 1955: 3)  If myths can be termed as ‘story’, 
shared by a people (society or culture) to explain or reveal natural and moral/ social 
truths - they have vitality outside of temporal constraints. 
 
The Neo-Platonic and Stoic philosophers saw a function of myth in the maintenance 
of traditional power as well as a communication of religious belief - myths are thus, 
“divine truths and mysteries hidden from the foolish crowd and apparent only to the 
wise.” (Bidney, 1955: 3).  Myth as the communicator of historical fact originated with 
the third century BC philosopher Euphemerus to whom the fantastic exploits of the 
mythical hero-deity was naturally based on historical fact; with slight embellishments.  
In a time when the lives of all important leaders merged with the fantastical, myth 
simply became an almost common-place narrative of daily life (Bidney, 1955: 4).  
The different Greek philosophers either supported myths as promoter of the dominant 
ideologies or signifier of the general philosophical or religious truths, but all believed 
myth to be allegorical not factual.  
 
The relegation of myth to the mysterious, improbable and incredible took on a new 
hue in the early Christian era to the middle ages - as the early Christian church 
strengthened, it would not tolerate any challenge to its religious ideology.  It was only 
in the later middle ages at the dawn of the European Renaissance that myth regained 
its popularity - only, however, as a complement to the, now, ‘classical’ Greek 
tradition.  Christianity itself had used symbolism in Christian art for centuries, and 
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provided myth and mythic symbolism was restricted within the boundaries set for it 
by Christian authority, myth was acceptable (Bidney, 1955: 4).   
 
Myth continued to be simply tolerated as the concern of the simple and credulous; not 
meriting sincere interest by European society’s learned men such as the protagonists 
of the Age of Enlightenment.  Rather than originating in a spiritual stance, their attack 
aimed at “replace(ing) the religion of faith (…) (with) a religion of reason” (Bidney, 
1955: 5).  Thus the unenlightened attitudes towards myth which were still considered 
to epitomise all that was irrational, continue to penetrate ‘scientific’ writings such as 
that of Andrew Lang (1906: 307, 308) up until the present day.  Voltaire (quoted in 
Lang, 1906: 307, 308) merely reiterated the views of ancient Greek philosophers; that 
myths were ideological fabrications of the elite priesthood intent on subduing the 
helpless masses.  
 
It was not until Vico’s writings in New Science (1725, 1730, 1744 in Bidney, 1955: 5) 
that a voice of dissent was heard which promoted serious mythological interpretation.  
His method of allegorical Euhemerism provided an interesting combination of the old 
historical interpretation with the allegorical method in a new way - the interpretation 
of mythic heroes as symbols of the different classes in society - thus both a literal and 
symbolic analysis (Bidney, 1955: 5).  To Vico, (1725, 1730, 1744, quoted in Bidney, 
1955: 5) myths were true accounts which illustrated the evolution of the socio-cultural 
phenomena in various societies.  At first acknowledged as factually based, the validity 
of symbols in myth in time lost credibility and became incredible.  Vico’s ideas 
contributed to the Romantic Movement - a time in which myth as poetry was 
promoted as the essence and origin of culture (1725, 1730, 1744, Bidney, 1955: 5). 
 
Myths as underpinnings of the philosophy of religion was heralded by Schelling 
(1804, quoted in Bidney, 1955: 6) whose “tautegorical interpretation” views the 
beliefs of myth as a stage in the process of God’s revelation of Himself to humankind.  
Thus, mythology is seen idealistically as real within its own reality, separate from 
human conception but relating to our essential humanity as part of a communication 
between us and the Creator.  Ernest Cassirer, (1944, quoted in Bidney, 1955: 9) 
building on Schelling, originally maintained that while myth was independent of the 
human spirit, rather than finding origins in God’s self revelation to humans, it has a 
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spiritual structure of its own which emerges in a process as people attempt to interpret 
their realities and what they perceive is real to them.  Myth and mythic symbols were 
actually to be interpreted literally, then, not allegorically since the process of myth 
was related to the evolution of a culture.  Myth would thus reveal that culture’s ideas 
regarding the nature of reality but the understanding of that reality was simplistic; 
symptomatic of the culture’s ‘stage’ of development.  Ritual as the active expression 
of myth contained not just signifiers of ideas or values but the actual essence of what 
was real - thus a word or image came to embody power and force.  Myth, then, has a 
life of its own in a sense, and this, according to Casirer, (1944, quoted in Bidney, 
1955: 11-12) is why it should be studied literally and as an independent entity.  Later, 
however, Cassirer emphasised the subjective nature of myth conceding that “The 
mythic perception is just as real as the scientific since every feature of our human 
experience has a claim to reality.  Thus myth may be said to contribute a truth of its 
own as a distinct, qualitative way of envisaging reality through its own symbolic 
forms and categories (…)” (Bidney, 1955: 11-12 and see: Kourie, 1993: 116). 
 
Malinowski, (1926, quoted in Bidney, 1955: 12) stresses the function of myth as 
“essentially practical and social (…)”with emotional foundations, the expression of 
which mediates not only between people but between people and their environment - 
those unexplained forces in which the power of life and death are contained.  
“Mythical symbolism leads to an objectification of feelings; myth objectifies and 
organises human hopes and fears and metamorphosises them into persistent and 
durable works.” (Bidney, 1955: 14).  If myth is a “subjective mode of experience, 
then it may be said to have a purely psychological and ethnological value as a record 
and expression of uncritical, ‘physiognomic’ emotional experience.” (Bidney, 1955: 
15)  “Myth refers to a social reality, to the rites and institutions of society, and hence 
the truth of myth consists in its symbolic representation of social rites.” (Bidney, 
1955: 15-16) 
 
W M Urban (1939, quoted in Bidney, 1955, 16), an American philosopher, agrees 
with Cassirer’s Neo-Kantian approach to myth (1944, quoted in Bidney, 1955, 16) but 
distinguishes myth from religion:  “From an epistemological point of view myth is 
said to be indispensable because it is a primary and unique way of apprehending 
reality, which gives expression to qualities and values which elude the symbolism of 
 20
science.”  While myth must be acknowledged as an indispensable component of 
religious expression, it is not to be taken literally.  To Urban, “symbolism has a dual 
character and embraces the real and the unreal, truth and fiction” (1939, quoted in 
Bidney, 1955, 16). 
 
Cassirer’s ideas regarding myth as a by-product of human emotion is shared in many 
respects by Bergson for whom human biological and spiritual or ‘supra-rational 
intuition’ are the sources of morality and religion (1944, quoted in Bidney, 1955: 18).  
Bergson sees the conflict between the natural and the cultural sides of human 
existence in that our intellect drives us to develop in ways that contradict the natural.  
The alienation of the intelligent human from the emotional social bonds of his society 
is neutralized by religion and myth because religion “is not motivated by fear, but is a 
positive reaction against the fears induced by the intellect ...” (Bidney, 1955: 18).  
These fears include the fear of death and the fear of the break down of social 
solidarity.  Myth conceals the mysteries of natural wisdom but myth is still viewed as 
part of superstitious primitivism and humans transcend it through a superior morality 
and religion.  
 
Myth as reactionary to a reality is seen in the work of Leenhardt, according to 
Dardel’s (1954 in Bidney, 1955: 19) interpretation.  Myth is impossible to evaluate, 
since it is “neither true nor false” (Bidney, 1955: 19) and is an emotional reaction to 
our realities.  Dardel maintains an evolutionary stance to human interpretation of the 
world, beginning with the irrational, mythic and ending with the rational historic 
stage.  Myths signify our emotional attachment to ‘truths’ and Dardel is in agreement 
with Jourdain (quoted in Bidney, 1955: 20) that “we make myths every day without 
knowing it”.  Myth is seen as a source - of religion and morality, sense and reason and 
should therefore, be given serious consideration.  “The effectiveness of myth depends 
in large measure upon ignorance or unconsciousness of its actual motivation.  That is 
why myth tends to recede before the advance of reason and self-conscious reflection 
… Our myths are rooted in the collective unconscious, and we are most in their power 
when we are unconscious of their origin …” (Bidney, 1955: 20-21). 
 
1.7.3 Myth and logos 
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Philosophers have historically viewed the connection between myth and logos or 
theory as merely an evolutionary one - with theory as the progressive version on a 
continuum of wisdom attainment begun by myth.  Traditionally logos was said to 
“make explicit what is merely implicit in mythos” (Rose, 2007: 632) through more 
sophisticated and therefore ‘better’ means. Blumenberg, (1985 in Rose, 2007: 632) 
however, maintains that our understanding of the functions of myth and its place in a 
continuum ultimately finding consummation in logos within philosophy is based on a 
logos worldview.  Rather than perceiving myth as a transition on a continuum towards 
logos and a more rational, consistent view of the world, Blumenberg suggests that 
“we should focus … upon their point of departure.”  Blumenberg asserts that this is 
where there is a structural and functional relationship between the two.  Both are used 
to understand and adapt to the ‘significance’ embedded in the world and in human 
potential - the ‘absolutism of reality’ which causes a primordial anxiety as humans 
struggle into ‘self-consciousness’.  Both also generate‘significance’ about this ‘space’ 
and the ‘place’ of humanity within it - as we seek to gain control over our 
environment and our selves.   
 
The anxiety humans felt as we emerged into self-consciousness had to be contained 
by either generating explanations or by rationalisation of anxiety into fear.  Once the 
anxiety is given a name, or has been categorised into the unfamiliar through devices - 
it has a form, a shape.  Such form is transmitted through rhetoric; ways are developed 
to control the unfamiliar through action, such as rituals.  “Panic and paralysis, as the 
two extremes of anxiety behaviour, are dissolved by the appearance of calculable 
magnitudes to deal with and regulated ways of dealing with them.” (Blumenberg, 
1985 in Rose, 2007: 635).  Rose, in agreement with Blumenberg, views mythos as the 
first, although not outmoded, reaction of human beings to the anxiety inherent in the 
possibilities and dangers of human existence.  Rose (2007: 635), however, adds that 
this thus “establishes mythos as the quasi-transcendental condition for the possibility 
of self-consciousness that is characteristic of the human mode of being.”  This allows 
us a sense of remoteness from our general anxiety and an opportunity to ‘manage’ our 
indeterminate realities.  Rose (2007: 636) maintains that this perspective on the 
operation of myth places it with logos or theory “as … emerg(ing) and develop(ing) 
… distinctive cognitive strategies each of which ha(ve) its own domain of relevance 
and continued functioning”. 
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That myth is believed to function as a way humans resolved the anxiety of existence 
can be compared to the writings of Malinowski (1922 in Moore, 1997: 134,135) in 
which he attributes to culture the function of meeting human needs.  To explain why 
people tell stories of themselves which are embedded in a host of socio-cultural and 
historical contexts is also to borrow from Malinowski’s functionalist ideas regarding 
the interconnectedness of culture.  Needs and fears surrounding safety and security 
would be met, according to Malinowski in a variety of complex and culturally specific 
ways.  A dwelling, for example, would be built away from dangerous natural elements 
such as tidal rivers and yet would be constructed in line with a host of other cultural 
needs.  Malinowski viewed culture as a response to need and every cultural element 
could be traced to the satisfaction of a human need.  In his studies on the Trobriand 
Islanders, Malinowski’s examination of magic as a mechanism of individuals in the 
meeting of social needs emphasises his theory (Malinowski, 1922).  Magic, he 
asserted, explained and exerted some control over the unexplainable.  Whatever a 
human experiences that is outside of human agency and control, such as birth, death, 
illness; magic functions to give a semblance of the human ability to shape 
(Malinowski, 1922: 241, 245-266).  Myth would have a similar function in the 
shaping and naming of fears, the explanation of the unexplainable. 
 
It is as a story-vehicle that myths create the space necessary between people and their 
anxieties or fears.  Blumenberg’s idea of ‘significance’ is created from this ‘theatrical’ 
purpose since myths allow humans to make meaning and through meaning attribute 
sense to the significance already inherent in their worlds (Rose, 2007: 637).  Rose, 
contributes to Blumenberg’s ideas on significance by maintaining that it comprises a 
framework, imbuing the world with import and intention and “is a necessary 
condition for the very possibility of self-consciousness in general, and hence for the 
human mode of being as a whole.”  A shared sense of self-consciousness with 
humanity and the natural environment is necessary for an individual’s feeling of ‘fit’ 
or ‘place’ in the world.  Kant (1987 in Rose, 2007: 639) relates this sense of ‘fit’ to 
the satisfaction of an aesthetic aspect of human nature which is behind the shared 
“moral sense of freedom and the lawful determinations of nature” and that this 
aesthetic element is also satisfied by mythos.  Mythos gives people a confidence in 
the human ability to act with purpose within their environments because the stories 
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within myths give them templates for action and prescribes a sense of harmony 
whether the outcomes of the tales are positive or negative.  
 
According to Rose (2007: 640-641) this ‘sense of fit’ attributed to life can be 
described as the “operation of connecting or tying together what might otherwise 
appear to be unrelated ... in meaningful, internally related ways.”  Such an operation 
is known as ‘simultaneity’ and underlies our ultimate need for a ‘purposive’ universe.  
Within myth structures, simultaneity allows people to feel connected to the world, 
they  are given ‘place’ and are also able to demystify the ‘monsters’ by placing them.  
Thus, “Significance is generated not only by intensification but also by power 
depletion” (Rose, 2007: 640-641).  Through a ‘circle of return’, a process of closure is 
stimulated during the telling of an individual’s story.  By ‘completing’ the story, the 
significance of events in our lives is augmented (Rose, 2007: 640-641). 
  
Rose (2007: 644) further develops Blumenberg’s ideas regarding theory as simply a 
“work on myth” rather than a series of improved formulae for a rational interpretation 
of human experience.  He compares myth and theory as defined or explained by 
Blumenberg and finds similarities in their operations such as; the means of generating 
significance, the desire for a functional, orderly world, a desire for consistency, the 
revelation of ‘truths’, the elicitation of reason and an obedience to the principle of 
non-contradiction in which there are few ‘loose ends’ in the stories they proclaim. 
Rose sees the functional elements of myth, such as the circle of return displayed in 
theory in the desire for completion - albeit clothed in rationality.  He suggests that 
theory, too, provides a sense of meaning and purposefulness in a circle of return 
which moves from hypothesising to explicit understanding - a type of ‘heightened 
existence’ found in myth (Rose, 2007: 645). 
 
Is theory built on myth or do they stand together sharing interests and common 
purpose?  Blumenberg suggests that theory is not in competition with myth but 
‘works on’ myth, and Rose (2007: 647) adds that theory includes and builds on the 
base or ‘groundwork’ already formed by myth.  As such, “As the groundwork of 
theory’s means of operation, mythos is still very much alive in everything we do (1) 
alongside logos as an independent cognitive form with its own distinctive mode of 
function, and (2) within logos itself, as part of the very fabric of its operational mode.” 
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(Rose, 2007: 648, italics in original).  Thus, through theory or mythos, humans tell 
their stories, but while theory seeks to escape significance through generalisations and 
objectivity, mythos allows subjectivity through significance.     
 
1.7.3 Myths as ‘story’ 
 
Myths are the tales that tell human stories - the stories that express the complexities of 
human nature, the deepest desires and fears that remind people of their basic 
humanity.  Telling stories using the imagination, enables human beings to experience 
existence in an examination and analysis of events, giving their lives sense, structure 
and ‘body’ and is vital for their interpretation of their world (Kant, 1963, quoted in 
Degenaar, 1993: 6, 7 and Ricoeur, 1979, quoted in Degenaar, 1993: 17 and Degenaar, 
1993: 19-20).  The reality of a ‘body’ soothes the human ‘existential angst’; giving 
lived experience substance, making it ‘real’.  As people retell these stories to others, 
they not only share in the creation and affirmation of their substance, they also 
recognise a common collective narrative.  As they tell, share and affirm, their 
anxieties become lived, real and shaped as opposed to nameless shadows 
frighteningly lurking in the subconscious.   
 
Like children, humans fear the unseen though ‘felt’ monster in the dark corners of the 
psyche.  Myths deal in monsters, journeys, battles, heroes, the primordial conflicts 
between good and evil and in human origins.  The importance of the myth has never 
been lost.  Present day societies have translated, refashioned and retold myths - child-
hero-wizard Harry Potter battles evil internal and external to himself, allowing 
spectators to journey alongside him, “enabling us to live more intensely within …” 
rather than “opting out of this world,” (Armstrong, 2005, and Pike, 1993: 54) and 
witnessing his birth and renewal while remaining unaware of his end. 
 
Relating myth is about being born in consciousness and in the sharing of selves with 
others through the relating of experience, the intensity of living - and the human dread 
of dying. 
 
1.8. Research Methodology 
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The research followed a phenomenological and interpretivist approach with a 
qualitative focus (Patton, 1990: 10).  A qualitative approach was chosen due to the 
individuality of cases expected to emerge (Patton, 1990: 15, 16).  The qualitative-
interpretivist approach yielded data in the form of distinct themes.  The themes 
generated instructed the researcher in the construction of semi-structured questions of 
a characteristically more quantitative in form.  These questions were constructed with 
participant participation, as researcher and researched collaborated in the elicitation of 
perceptions and perspectives underlying their understanding of the research topic 
(Leedy and Ormrod, 2005: 139).   
 
As a participant observer, the researcher aimed to “observe details of daily life and 
activity” of the participants at work and in interaction with other traders and 
customers as they engaged in trading their crafts (Pelto and Pelto, 1970: 68).  
Participant observation in the tradition of Malinowski allowed the researcher to 
“immerse (herself) in the lives of the people” (Pelto and Pelto, 1970: 68).3  The 
researcher acknowledged the different levels of such an immersion and in the 
participation of researcher in the field.  In the study the researcher observed while 
participating in an interactive communication with participants both in the interviews 
and during observation of activities.  Rapport between researcher and participant was 
thus enhanced and the researcher gained “insights and clues necessary for developing 
interview questions” (Pelto and Pelto, 1970: 69) and reflexive data which added to the 
interpretations and analyses of data.  The researcher used a voice recorder with the 
permission of participants, in order to aid recall of the narrative.  The researcher 
monitored the use of this instrument with participants by gaining their consent for its 
use at each interview.  The intrusive effect of such devices has been known to obstruct 
the gathering of data when it is viewed by participants as threatening (Pelto and Pelto, 
1970: 117-118 and Neuman, 2006: 402).   
   
This research study aimed to access ‘embodied knowledge’ from the participants. 
It was recognised that the ‘smooth’ story of self is not ‘true’ in the sense that the 
research narrative included the embarrassment or tensions within the interaction 
between the researcher and the participant (Patton, 1990: 10).  This showed the 
                                                 
3 My insert. 
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experience of relating to each other’s narratives.  In a reflective journal the researcher 
reflected on her own story as Zimbabwean migrant as part of the co-construction of 
meaning with participants.  This in combination with field notes taken by the 
researcher contributed to a body of data and information acknowledged the interaction 
between researcher and participants as they “work(ed) together to ‘arrive at the heart 
of the matter’” (Tesch, 1994 in Leedy and Ormrod, 2005: 139).    
 
Reflexivity as a necessary part of research reflecting a qualitative approach and 
phenomenological paradigm was particularly significant in this study.  The researcher 
as a white woman and Zimbabwean immigrant settled in South Africa in 2002.  As a 
representative of the colonial remnant the researcher is descended from missionaries. 
Significantly, the researcher is directly descended of the very missionary, Charles 
Helm, who translated the Rudd concession to King Lobengula of the Ndebele 
indigenous inhabitants - depriving him, his people and ultimately the African 
population of land in the process of colonisation (Woodson, 1969: 163).   
 
The researcher grew up within a post-colonial context and heard conflicting versions 
regarding Helm’s character and motivations in his involvement in the appropriation of 
land for the colonists.  On the one hand he was supposed to have collaborated in a 
misrepresentation of the true nature of the document, to fool Lobengula into signing.   
According to another perspective Lobengula misunderstood the concepts of ‘rights’ to 
land according to the European standpoint.  Lobengula, however, wrote to Queen 
Victoria of England and queried the final document and maintained that his original 
words and the words of the missionaries involved were not included (Woodson, 1969: 
164).   
 
He maintained that he had been under the impression that the document gave rights to 
one area for colonists to mine for minerals, rather than gain mineral rights to his entire 
land.  Helm was regarded as a hero in his representation of colonial interests; after the 
fall of colonialism, he was vilified for his part in the colonial conquest.  Thus, notions 
of hero and heroism fit into a historical, national and cultural framework, subject to 
change and interpretation.   
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For the researcher, these connections and her place in history and historical 
interpretation created an ambiguity and conflicting identity in the history of 
Zimbabwe.  The preservation of Helm’s memory in family history created conflict 
within his descendents and between them and their country of origin - a common 
issue with descendents of colonists and white populations and Diasporas from African 
former colonies.    
 
Memories of black and white alike are in the land where roots of identity and conflict 
have been driven.  
 
It was important in light of this context, that a process of reflexivity was undertaken 
by the researcher to facilitate her awareness of her response to the topic under study 
and the interactions between herself and the participants.  This process reflected a 
general attempt to understand one’s ‘place’ in relation to others while trying to 
illuminate theirs in relation to ones self and others. 
 
This process was a part of examining some of the ‘voices’ of Zimbabweans in an 
exploration of how they interpret themselves and their relationships.  It was 
recognised that interpreting another is problematic due to our individuality and 
specific cultural and historical backgrounds.  The act of telling one’s story was thus 
viewed as essentially created in interaction.  It became thus a “complex interplay 
between the individual, the event, and other people (which) produce(d) an urge (in the 
‘interactors’) to seek understanding, to impose meaning, with the individual becoming 
an actor making interpretations” (Weber, Rowling and Scanlon, 2007: 946). This 
supported an observation of White, interviewed by Wylie (1994, quoted in Weber, et 
al., 2007: 950) that “In so many ways, words are the world”.   Thus, the “complex 
nets of deeds and attitudes . . . as part of an unfolding story” (Carrithers 1991, quoted 
in Weber, et al., 2007: 946) was found to inform our understanding and generate 
insight. 
 
In the first stage of the research process, a phenomenological, qualitative-interpretivist 
approach was followed.   In an unstructured interview the participant was asked to 
draw what moving to South Africa looks like (Leedy and Ormrod, 2005: 139; see 
Patton, 1990: 17).  This directive was intended to open up the open-ended interview 
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as a means of strengthening recall of the migrant’s experience of moving to South 
Africa.  The interview proceeded based on the participant’s drawing and analysis of 
the drawing and followed the format of an “informal conversation” (Leedy and 
Ormrod, 2005: 139) common to phenomenological studies.  The use of drawing as a 
non-verbal symbolic expression of meaning and feelings was chosen because the act 
of drawing can help the communicator to relate to hidden or subconscious aspects of 
his or her narrative.  This was supported in the development of analysis and formation 
of meaning between participant and researcher. 
 
Drawing tests have been used in life-histories such as the study by Cora DuBois on 
the Alor (1961 in Pelto and Pelto, 1970: 76).  Such tests are common to psychological 
research into the interaction between personality and culture gleaned from the life 
narratives of participants.  Drawings also assist participants to narrate their life story 
with less influence by the researcher or administrator, according to Hammer (in 
Barnouw, 1973: 343).  Psychology has made use of drawing tests such as the Draw-
A-Person (DAP) test, the Rorschach test and the Thematic Apperception Test (TAT) 
(Barnouw, 1973: 301, 303, 343).  These tests are useful for understanding the 
psyche’s projections and are adopted in intense analyses of drawings for the purpose 
of developing a deep understanding of an individual.   
 
The drawings undertaken in this research were not defined by drawing types; 
participants freely drew what came into their minds in response to the question asked 
of them.  A detailed analysis of the drawings of participants of this study was beyond 
its scope and the researcher used this technique in order to mainly aid the recall of 
participants in the telling of their narrative.  
 
The researcher personally experimented with this medium in order to express her own 
view of what moving to South Africa was like.  Themes emerged in her drawing as 
the researcher interpreted the drawing verbally.  The themes included; separation, 
loss, resolution and resilience.  The researcher found that first engaging in the process 
of drawing and completing a picture revealed a story with a beginning, middle and 
end.  This helped her to bring to the surface subconsciously known aspects of her 
process of moving and adapting to South Africa.  The researcher’s experience of first 
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drawing then analysing the drawings was be reproduced with the participants to 
discover whether the process had the same or similar findings and outcomes.   
 
The analysis of the data followed a ‘data analysis spiral’ described by Creswell (1998 
in Leedy and Ormrod, 2005: 150-151) which involved a process of organising the 
data into paragraphs, sentences or words which were reflective of themes embedded 
in the migrant narratives.  These chunks of data were then examined to get an 
overview of the meaning as a whole.  Themes which emerged from this examination 
were organised into a general pattern which reflected the overview of meaning 
generated.  These themes were captured, coded and analysed in excel spreadsheets.  
The final analysis was woven into a rich interpretation which included relationships of 
themes as well as descriptions of the themes.  During data capturing and analysis the 
conceptualisation of themes in conjunction with the interaction between the data, the 
theories and the variables was be an ongoing.  The themes and concepts formed and 
coded were guided by the research question.  Coding was of necessity time 
consuming as the researcher used a progression of open, axial and finally, selective 
coding (Neuman, 2006: 460) to refine themes and organise data into an “expressive 
… presentation (designed to) … reveal the hidden structure” (Neuman, 2006: 104) of 
postmodernist research.  
 
Triangulation of both qualitative and quantitative approaches was an important part of 
reinforcing the study and promoted a creative and flexible approach to research 
intended to allow for the expression of different voices (Patton, 1990: 187).  Thus, 
content analysis, as representative of both qualitative and quantitative approaches, 
was used in the data analysis spiral.  During the content analysis, a mixed analysis 
approach was undertaken, in which the themes revealed were statistically analysed to 
ascertain whether there were any commonalities between the migrants’ narratives.  
Using elementary statistics, commonalities were counted and expressed in tables of 
percentages.  This type of methodological triangulation was undertaken as time 
constraints on the project prevented the use of other combinations of triangulation 
(Patton, 1990: 187-189).  Themes and relationships between themes discovered in the 
analysis were represented in tables which will facilitated comparisons between data 
and enabled a visual understanding of data for readers (Neuman, 2006: 483).  The 
themes garnered were then compared to themes within myth to discover a connection 
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between the personal narratives of the participant and the cultural myths.  Since the 
number of participants was small, it was anticipated that a wide variety of myths 
would emerge. These myths exhibited the interaction of personal as well as cultural 
elements.   
In essence, however, participants’ narratives revealed that the myth of the ‘liminal’ 
hero as a globally, culturally and personally appealing and informed an understanding 
of the adaptation of the participants.  Since the participants exhibit the liminal in their 
experience as migrants, their narratives elicited clues regarding significance (or lack 
thereof) of the mythic and particularly the mythic liminal hero in their lives. 
 
Data originated from three areas.  Firstly, the drawings of participants’ subjective 
experience of their move to South Africa elucidated themes portrayed symbolically.  
Secondly, the interpretation of the drawings by participants gave depth and meaning 
to the overall story of this experience of the move to South Africa and both 
participants and researcher engaged in discussion of themes which emerged 
concurrently from both drawing and analysis.  In addition, the subjective experience 
of participating in the event of drawing and narrating was reflected upon.  The 
subjectivity of the experiences of both participant and researcher was acknowledged 
as part of a phenomenological paradigm which saw the context as a necessary aspect 
of the expression and interpretation of meaning (Patton, 1990: 37).   
 
Phenomenology emphasises the importance of empathy (verstehen) – the capability to 
understand another by recognising and valuing their unique perspectives and 
worldviews (Patton, 1990: 56).  Empathy recognises human emotions, consciousness 
and values in their construction of meaning and interpretation of the world.   
 
The researcher revealed this quality in her reflective engagement with the data and in 
her observations of and interactions with the participants.    
 
In a process of reflection and induction, themes and analysis that emerged were co-
constructed with participants in accordance with the research cycle which reflected 
the phenomenological nature of this research project (Patton, 1990: 56, 57).     
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The dominant themes extracted and inferred from the data were expected to inform 
the choice of a ‘journey’ or ‘hero’ myth appropriate to the participants’ cultural or 
personal identity.  According to Okpewho (1983: 159), however, “Individual heroes 
do not exist in Africa since these societies are quite collective, making the society 
larger than the individual” and this was reflected in the narrative of participants.  This 
made the study of heroic characteristics in African hero myth and historic contexts 
imperative since “It is those who are victims to forces which are connected to the 
nature of heroism who are heroic, rather than a social situation” (Okpewho, 1983: 
159)4. 
 
Themes revealed from the data collected from participants were compared with 
themes uncovered within the characteristics of the mythic hero.  Projected themes 
included the value orientation of participants and the comparison with values 
portrayed in the myth.  Individuals were the units of analysis, their values and the 
possible connection between values and their adaptation to their environment, in 
comparison to values portrayed in the myth informed the main direction of the 
research proposed (Leedy and Ormrod, 2005: 141-143).   
 
A pilot study was conducted on one participant in the first interview, in order to 
ascertain the clarity of the research instrument.  This determined any necessary 
modifications to both the research instrument and the clarification of the purpose of 
the study to the participant.  
 
Reliability and validity were upheld in this study through the use of participant checks 
on data and analysis, the use of probing questions, the author’s engagement of 
reflexivity in the form of a personal diary and triangulation of analysis. 
 
1.8.1 Limitations of the study 
 
The findings in this study offer a tantalising glimpse into aspects of the adaptation 
processes of some Zimbabwean migrants.  Due to its exploratory nature, the findings, 
however, cannot be generalised.  The insights gained, however, suggest that further 
                                                 
4 Italics not in original. 
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research would be beneficial in revealing connections between strategies and 
resilience and the part culture plays in this process.  The liminal quality of circular 
migration is complex and this study could not develop an in-depth analysis of the 
facets of transience and its effects.   
 
Time proved a limiting factor in the conducting of this study.  The ending of the 
World Cup Soccer tournament hosted by South Africa proved to be a catalyst in the 
movement of the participants.  Xenophobic violence which had erupted in March-
April 2010 in Alexandria Township in Johannesburg and other areas was only 
contained due to the upcoming World Cup (Howden, 2010).  The South African 
government appealed to perpetrators of xenophobic violence to stop their activities 
since this prestigious international event could not be held in an atmosphere of such 
tension and danger.  Fears that soccer supporters would not attend, and that violence 
would prevent the event from taking place and thus prohibit much needed revenue 
flows, produced a temporary calm (Howden, 2010).  The disgruntled South African 
perpetrators of xenophobic violence and attitudes stated, however, that after the 
World Cup the foreigners must leave or violence would break out again.   
 
Thus, fears of a resurgence of xenophobic violence presaged the necessity for 
migrants to plan an immediate return to their home countries.  The participants in this 
study all indicated that this was their intention.  Thus, interviews had to be conducted 
by 16th July 2010 as most were leaving before or on that date.  Interviewing and 
participant observation began at the middle of June.  A very intense time of fieldwork 
followed and the shortened time period resulted in only three interviews per 
participant instead of the intended four to six interviews. 
 
At the beginning of the research it was intended to interview a sample reaching the 
maximum number of participants which had been set at a minimum of five and 
maximum of 10.  With the shorter time frame and the continual flux of migrants, the 
sample reached a maximum of six with one pilot study. 
 
In addition to the shorter time frame, the fears of xenophobia and violence were 
heightened, resulting in an increased need for the participants to discuss the topic.  It 
is possible that the aggravating circumstances acting upon fears in this way enhanced 
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the participants’ need to differentiate themselves from South Africans and others.  
Cultural and national identity thus became more important as a buffer as the 
Zimbabwean participants reacted defensively to their increased fears.  Thus, the 
findings in this study may have been skewed to show that culture and cultural values 
has a greater role to play in the adaptation of the participants. 
 
An additional element of note is the influence of the researcher upon the narratives of 
the participants.  Being a female white Zimbabwean she represented another identity - 
a contested part of Zimbabwean history.  The effects of this are speculated upon in the 
section in this chapter regarding the national hero and his appearance or stark lack of 
absence in the participants’ narratives.  According to Field and Swanson (2007: 8), 
“People select and construct memories - to cope with the present (forgetting and 
remembering) to make sense - we “silence the past(s)”5.  Thus, the migrant 
participants may have silenced the hero narrative to cope with my presence as 
representative of a contradictory and contentious history.   
 
According to Field and Swanson (2007: 10) people grapple with acceptable and 
unacceptable memories and this causes them to “consciously and unconsciously 
evaluate the external significance of their memories (which) informs how they frame 
their memories and stories for public audiences or retain these as privately closed and 
inaccessible” (Field & Swanson, 2007: 10).  This is significant in the interpretation of 
the findings however, the findings, it is argued, reveal “traces of memory (which) are 
… (in) images, feelings and words” (Field & Swanson, 2007: 9).   
 
1.8.2 Sampling 
 
The population of participants were selected from the craft traders of the local craft 
market on Marine Drive in Humewood, Port Elizabeth.  Sampling occurred initially 
through personal meetings and introductions to build trust and establish rapport 
between themselves and researcher.  Networking took place in February - March 2010 
between the craft traders and the researcher.  Criterion sampling was used to select 
between five and 10 participants who were Zimbabwean, over the age of 18 (Patton, 
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1990: 176).  This age group was chosen because in a study conducted by Makina 
(2007 in Leslie, 2008: 14) of his sample of 4654, the majority were between the ages 
of 21 and 40.  It was thus anticipated that the sample in this study would also include 
a fairly young population as representative of Zimbabwean migrant populations. To 
avoid introducing a sexist bias to the research study, no restrictions were placed on 
the gender of participants. Snowball sampling was undertaken to contribute to the 
participant samples because the population of Zimbabwean migrants was fairly fluid 
and dispersed (Patton, 1990: 182).  The small sample revealed the rich narrative 
appropriate to the case study and thus created meaningfulness, and insights … 
(common to) qualitative inquiry” (Patton, 1990: 185; see Maykut and Morehouse, 
1994: 47; Patton, 1990: 166).  
 
1.8.3 Data collection strategies - Research Instrument 
 
In the first stage of the research, the research instrument comprised of the following 
open-ended question: 
 
How did you experience moving to South Africa? 
 
Participants were asked to represent their response in the form of a drawing which 
they then analysed.  The act of drawing a response to the question posed was decided 
upon as an initial medium because it was expected to be a less threatening form of 
expression of the possibly traumatic events leading up to the participant’s journey to 
and arrival in South Africa.  Drawing was also expected to uncover the 
subconsciously held values and awareness which motivated the participant’s narrative 
and acted as an aid to memory recall.  Themes elicited from the drawings and the 
analyses of the drawings by the participants and researcher formed the basis of semi-
structured questions, co-created by both participants and researcher in the second 
stage of the research. 
 
1.8.4 Data Analysis 
 
Data in the form of narrative and the drawings was broken down into themes which 
were stored and coded using MS Excel spreadsheets.  Using content analysis, themes 
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were elicited from the data in the systematic, quantitative technique characteristic of 
this type of examination.  The selection of relevant characteristics found represented 
by the ‘hero’ myth, including his ‘journeying’ was informed by the themes uncovered.  
Themes in the myth were stored and coded on MS Excel spreadsheets in order to infer 
comparisons with the themes found in the data collected. 
 
1.9. Ethical Considerations 
 
This research project involved the revelation of participants’ opinions and views, 
personal details and beliefs, and other aspects pertaining to their private lives.  This 
demanded that the researcher undertake to adhere to certain ethical norms and values 
in accordance with the moral rules of behaviour necessary to address the ethical issues 
involved in social interactions (Mouton, 2001: 243-244).   
 
These include: confidentiality, the right to privacy, informed consent, and a 
responsibility to society and the research community (Mouton, 2001: 243-244).   
 
When using the voice recorder to gather data, the researcher ensured that participants 
were aware of the device, understood its purpose and were comfortable with its use 
during interviews (Mouton, 2001: 243-244). 
 
1.9.1 Confidentiality and Privacy 
 
In support of confidentiality, the researcher ensured that the data collected remained 
in her sole possession, saved as data on excel spreadsheets and in Word 2003/2007.  
Privacy was maintained by replacing names of participants with codes during 
analysis.  In all communication between the participants and the researcher, the 
researcher maintained the subject’s right to withhold answers at their discretion 
(Mouton, 2001: 243-244). 
 
1.9.2 Informed Consent 
 
In order to honour the participant’s rights entailed in participation, an informed 
consent form signed by the principle researcher was prepared, in line with the policy 
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in use at Nelson Mandela Metropolitan University (NMMU) (Mouton, 2001: 243-
244).  This featured the purpose of the research; its length and the subjects’ roles 
within the project and the procedures involved.  In addition, the form appraised the 
respondents of their voluntary status and of their rights to privacy and of withdrawal 
from the project at any time (Mouton, 2001: 244). 
 
1.9.3 Responsibilities to the larger Communities 
 
In accordance with general norms of societal behaviour, the researcher undertook the 
research project with due circumspection and with an adherence to honestly and 
clearly portraying findings in order to uphold her moral responsibilities to society and 
the research community (Mouton, 2001: 239, 241-242).  The researcher undertook the 
necessary institutional processes for ethics clearance laid down by the NMMU policy. 
Researcher endeavoured to remain objective and sincere in her attempts to relate her 
analysis to theory and delineated the limitations of the study as fully as possible 
(Mouton, 2001: 240).  Accuracy in referencing the work or ideas of any source was 
strictly adhered to.   
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Chapter 2: Migrants and Migration 
 
‘You can’t bring slaves in here!’ the elders shouted, almost as one.  ‘What slaves?’ the 
prince replied.  ‘These men are captured in war.’  …  ‘Some are murderers, running 
away from justice.  And some are dogs in disguise, animals and beasts to their own kind.  
….  We do them no harm.  … they can earn their freedom.  They are not slaves.’  ‘I want 
them freed!’ cried the prince.  ‘… Things are more complicated than they seem.  There 
are no chains on these people.  They are almost free’ (Okri, 2007: 20). 
 
2.1 Introduction 
 
Human migration and migrancy has been defined according to the website Oxford 
Dictionaries (2010) as the “movement of people to a new area or country in order to 
find work or better living conditions”.  Movement can be within national boundaries 
or between international borders, migration can be temporary or circular or permanent 
in the form of immigration.  Migrants themselves are as diverse as their reasons for 
migrating; some migrate voluntarily as an adaptive response to meet their economic 
needs and strategise for their and their families’ survival.  Others migrate 
involuntarily, escaping violence or natural disasters.  Some have the necessary legal 
documentation, and others do not according to the Migration Dialogue for Southern 
Africa (MIDSA) Report (2009: 5, 7) of the proceedings regarding the MIDSA on 
Southern African Health and Development, held from 10 to 12 June 2009 in Dar es 
Salaam, Tanzania. 
 
Migrations are perceived by some to be rapidly increasing while others are unsure 
whether the phenomenon deserves the political and social attention it gets according 
to an article “Migration at a Glance” (2005) presented on the website of the Global 
Commission on Internal Migration.  The perceptions regarding migration as on the 
rise in the context of dwindling resources is important to examine as they collaborate 
with public action whether xenophobic or apathetic.  It is vital to understand some of 
the issues surrounding migration since these phenomenons are a focal point globally 
in the media and in popular discourse.  Part of examining migrations should be 
exploring the motivations and perspectives of migrants themselves.  This includes 
significant push-pull factors which underlie their decision to migrate.  In addition, the 
condition of being a migrant and of migrating creates a number of complex contexts 
to which migrants must adapt or transcend.  The migrants face the dual demands of 
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home country and host and the necessity to survive these demands and overcome the 
barriers impeding their journeys. 
 
2.2 Migration - A brief history 
 
Forced migration is on the increase due to escalating wars and human rights abuses 
and migrants who flee involuntarily are often generally referred to as ‘refugees’ 
(Castles, 2004).  Creating neat categories in which to place the different types of 
migrants is problematic, however, due to the complexities surrounding the interaction 
between the context of their migration and the perspectives of national and 
international communities on migration and the reasons for migration; forced or 
otherwise.  Many who escape their countries “flee for reasons not recognized by the 
international refugee regime” (Castles, 2004).  In 1951 the United Nations 
Convention defined “a refugee (as) a person residing outside his or her country of 
nationality, who is unable or unwilling to return because of a ‘well-founded fear of 
persecution on account of race, religion, nationality, membership in a particular social 
group, or political opinion’” (quoted in Castles, 2004).  The majority of the United 
Nations (UN) member states have contracted themselves to protect refugees and 
ascribe to the code of non-refoulement which states that refugees may not be returned 
to the country in which they were persecuted.  This official recognition gives refugees 
“a clear legal status and (the right to) enjoy the protection of a powerful institution: 
the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR)” (Castles, 2004).  
Refugee numbers have fluctuated over the years rising sharply in response to major 
social and cultural upheavals such as those induced by the end of the Cold War and 
the demolition of the Berlin Wall. 
 
In contrast to the clearly defined status enjoyed by refugees, asylum seekers exist in 
“a drawn-out limbo situation, since determination procedures and appeals may take 
many years” (Castles, 2004) to enable them to claim refugee status.  The context of 
their forced migration is, however, in many respects similar to that of refugees.  Their 
status as refugees is sometimes contested on the grounds that they are simply seeking 
economic enhancement rather than fleeing persecution.  But Castles (2004) 
emphasises that economic instability in a country of origin is often interrelated with 
persecution.  Castles also enumerates those migrants who have been subject to 
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environmental disasters, displacement as a result of development and those who have 
been internally displaced, remaining in their own country (Castles, 2004; see MIDSA 
Report, 2009: 7).  Defining a migrant is thus more complex than initially assumed.   
 
Due to the complexities involved in definition, delineating the participants in the 
current study was consciously engaged during the process of exploring their specific 
perspectives.  The emic perspective of each participant was situated within a context.  
This allowed the act of recognising the subjective experience of migrating as well as 
reflecting on the interaction between the subjective and larger socio-cultural and 
political contexts.  This approach constitutes a revisiting of ways of examining 
migration from the subjective-focus of a post-modern angle; a common feature of 
cultural migration studies during the 1990s.  Philip Mayer (1962, quoted in Harney 
and Baldassar, 2007: 191) pre-empted this inclination to describe and view migration 
as “flows … across state boundaries’ … (of) persons … (involving) networks of 
relations”.  Mayer advocated “the mapping out … of (these) relations from the 
personal or egocentric point of view, as well as noting their parts in the various 
structural systems”.  Thus, the migrant is an actor situated within a political-social-
cultural context which includes both integrating and marginalising factors and exists 
both in the host country and country of origin.  Such a perspective constituted a 
foundation in post-modern migration studies and aptly coordinates with the “webs of 
significance” (Geertz, 1975: 5) of migrant experience. 
 
As an exploratory and interpretive assay into specific contexts of some Zimbabwean 
migrants, delineating the migrant participants into a rigid category was surrendered as 
the main aim of this study.  In order to maintain the insider perspective, the researcher 
allowed the study to be guided by the participants’ description of their status and their 
reasons for leaving their country of origin. Mayer’s (in Harney and Baldassar, 2007: 
191) belief in the migrant as actor in his worlds is thus also recognised in the 
construction of his story as a participator in the research project.   Since the research 
was conducted within South Africa, the population chosen naturally centred on 
migrants external to their home country.  The researcher faced time constraints in the 
conduction of participant observation and interviews, due to the circulatory nature of 
migrant realities.  During sampling, which was done in the first week of June, 
prospective participants indicated that once the World Cup Soccer competition hosted 
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by South Africa was over, they would return home.  This was because, at that time, 
migrants expected resurgence in xenophobic violence from South Africans, a fear 
perpetuated in the media for some time (Howden, 2010).  Interviews and participant 
observation thus had to be conducted with this deadline in mind and without the 
expectation of follow up interviews should the migrants return.  The impact this had 
on the research will be reflected upon in the analyses of the findings. This situation, 
however, illustrates an interesting example of a push factor definitely outside of 
migrant agency.  Whether migrants enjoy much choice in general in the matter of 
their movements or not is difficult to assess.  Globally international migration is an 
old phenomenon, yet currently migration and migrants have enjoyed what seems to be 
heightened attention in the world’s press, emphasising its continuing importance as an 
area of research. 
 
International migration statistics report that since 1970 numbers of international 
migration have almost tripled and comprise at least 3% of the global population 
according to the GCIM (Migration at a Glance, 2005; see Castles, 2004).  Although 
this number does not include undocumented migration, according to Castles, this 
figure is too small to merit the often negative attention given to it.  When considering 
this figure in the context of the economic, political and environmental stresses that 
many populations witness, it is surprising that more people do not migrate.  Supposed 
and actual push factors need to be understood within a complex interaction of 
dynamics that contribute to the decision processes that individuals go through which 
lead to migration.  Common perceptions have always held that poorer countries will 
be the senders and more developed countries will be the receivers.   
 
The countries of origin with the highest numbers of out-migrants include China, India 
and the Philippines illustrating that the developed world is still a target of migration, 
drawing some 110 million people in 2000 (60% of the global migrant population) 
compared with 48 million in 1980 (Migration at a Glance, 2005).  Yet in 2009, it was 
noted that only 37% of international migrations occurred between developing to 
developed countries, according to the Report of the Eighth United Nations 
Coordination Meeting on International Migration (UNCMIM) (Eighth UNCMIM 
Report, 2009: 2) which took place at United Nations Headquarters in New York from 
16 to 17 November 2009. Africa contained around 16.3 million of the global migrant 
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population in 2000 (2% of Africa’s total population) but this number illustrates a 
decrease of 3% of the global migrant population since 1970.  Globally total numbers 
of international migrants had reached 214 million and internal migrants numbered up 
to 740 million.  The growth trajectory of the global migration population was 
approximated yet had to include an estimation of a total net migration at 24.4 million 
for the time period between 2005-2010 to take account of mortality rates of the 
‘migrant stock’ (Eighth UNCMIM Report, 2009: 17). 
 
The developing literature and worldwide interest in migration and migrants is “taking 
on increased significance in the context of current global social transformations” 
(Castles, 2004).  Warfare and violence contribute increasingly to forced migrations 
thereby accelerating the need for the creation and implementation of policies to 
address the complex issues connected to migration.  The global financial recession 
has stimulated a greater emphasis on and competition for skilled migrants who will 
contribute to economies.  Migration has become an accepted area of socio-cultural 
and political concern as migrants adapt to host countries yet retain their own 
distinctive cultural identities.  Research possibilities in the field of migration and 
migrant perspectives are extensive, providing researchers of varying capabilities with 
historical contexts to examine as well as varying socio-cultural positions to observe. 
 
2.3 Migration in Africa 
 
Some describe Africa as “a continent of people on the move” (Bakewell and de Haas, 
2007: 95).  Migration myths have featured in oral histories since the southward 
journeys of the Bantu from central Africa, woven into the myths of origins of peoples 
and translated into literal renditions by scholars over the years.  The movement of a 
people becomes a part of their perceptions of themselves and of those whom they 
encounter.  Bakewell and de Haas (2007: 65) maintain that there are general 
perceptions about African migration that have been created and that are perpetuated as 
modern myths about migration itself.  Such myths include, for example, the 
perception that all movement within and outside of Nigeria involve the trafficking of 
women and children, or that Africans are necessarily bound for Europe or the United 
States of America (USA).  Yet, according to Sander and Maimbo (2003 in Bakewell 
and de Haas, 2007: 95) intra-African migrations form the majority of African 
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migration.  Perceptions surrounding migration infiltrate attitudes regarding migrants 
which can be expressed at the highest level of bureaucratic policy-making and 
reinforced in public media and in the minds of individuals in society.  Thus, it is 
important to examine the historical and current processes of migrations with the aim 
of illuminating the actual complexities behind migration in an effort to dispel 
simplistic and rigid perceptions regarding the phenomenon.  A comprehensive history 
of African migration is beyond the scope of the present study but there are facets of 
migrations in Northern, Southern, Western and Eastern Africa which are both 
common “to … the human experience of mobility” (Bakewell and de Haas, 2007: 
113) and unique to the African and African national context.  African indigenous 
peoples have some general shared cultural practices and encounters, such as the 
traditional migrations of hunter-gatherers and pastoralists and the confrontation with 
colonialism and its effects.  Outlining some widespread attendant responses to 
migration such as xenophobia, in both a global and unique context is essential in order 
to confront a more holistic picture of the issues surrounding migration. 
 
2.4 Current Perceptions 
 
The view that migration has increased dramatically to certain areas such as South 
Africa is placed in perspective if one compares known data of migration as a 
percentage of the total population.  According to the Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development (OECD, 2006 in Bakewell and de Haas, 2007: 111), for 
example, West African statistics also show a significant increase in out-migrations 
proportionate to the total population.  It is true; however, that South Africa is one of 
Africa’s “migration poles” that is becoming a greater focal area for interaction 
between both the intra-African migration structures and between these structures and 
migrations to Europe, the USA and the Gulf (Bakewell and de Haas, 2007: 111).  
Migrations of Africans outside of Africa illustrate a “modest increase” in recent years 
(Bakewell and de Haas, 2007: 112).  When this is viewed in relation to overall 
migrations, however, numbers of intercontinental migrations between Africa and the 
developed north are actually falling, supporting the premise that the increase is 
actually in intra-African migrations. Statistics from internal African migrations 
support this, illustrating that migration has increased just over five-fold from 1990 - 
2005 (MIDSA Report, 2009: 7; Jonsson, 2009: 2).  The difficulties of tracing 
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undocumented migration patterns continue to render accurate estimations of 
movement problematic, however.   
 
Conducting research into migration in Africa contains unique problems including 
difficulties surrounding data collection - at least 19 of 56 African countries either lack 
the infrastructure to collect information or have data that are outdated or census data 
with no relation to migrations (Zlotnik, 2003 in Bakewell and de Haas, 2007: 95).  In 
addition, since migrations are often over-land through relatively unsecured borders 
where formal controls are lacking, quantifying movement is at best based on 
estimation.  The importance of collecting reliable data on migrations cannot be under-
emphasised.   Bakewell and de Haas (2007: 112), however, significantly highlight that 
research into migration has given prominence to migration in relation to ‘hot topics’ 
or “crisis migration issues” (Jonsson, 2009: 13) which have implications for policy-
making.  While this is important, it is a narrow focus which neglects “the underlying 
trends in mobility across the continent, which affect the lives of millions more 
people” (Bakewell and de Haas, 2007: 112).  Examining ‘the underlying trends’ 
provides opportunities for exploratory research into, for example, the personal 
perspectives and agency of the migrants themselves, situated within contexts of 
multiple interrelationships between the host and home country.   
 
2.5 Aspects of Migration in Africa - an Overview 
 
Throughout Africa in pre-colonial times, movement of people and nomadic and semi-
nomadic groups and pastoralists was unrestricted by physical or conceptual borders.  
With colonialism, the creation of borders and the advent of urbanisation and wage 
labour, these historical migrations which had produced multi-ethnic populations were 
curtailed.  Movement now became related to colonial interests and events such as the 
World Wars, which instituted recruitment of African soldiers (Bakewell and de Haas, 
2007: 97).  Global events such as the economic decline of Western Europe in the 
1970s and the growth of Arab monopoly in the oil market also induced waves of 
migrations in Northern Africa.  African migrations after colonialism and post 
independence became associated with conflicts such as those experienced in the Sahel 
in the 1970s and 1980s (Bakewell and de Haas, 2007: 98) and the 1990s in several 
Western and Central African countries.  Migrations such as these contributed to a 
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trans-Saharan pattern as well as the illegal movement of multi-ethnic groups of Sub-
Saharan Africans to Spain and Italy (Bakewell and de Haas, 2007: 99).   
 
In Eastern Africa, during colonial times, labour migrants were permitted to move 
between Kenya, Uganda and Tanzania (Bakewell and de Haas, 2007: 100).   This 
practice was formally legitimised by the East African Community (EAC) in its first 
brief period of existence.  The conflict-ridden Eastern Africa and the Horn produced 
great waves of migrations, and attitudes towards refugees showed a general shift from 
the principles underlying African generosity to an active interest in repatriating them.  
Conflict continues to plague these areas and according to the United States Committee 
for Refugees and Immigrants (USCRI) (quoted in Bakewell and de Haas, 2007: 101) 
“internally displaced persons” in Sudan and Uganda reached 5 million and 1.7 million 
respectively.  Due to the outbreaks of violence in these areas, forced migrations 
naturally constituted the main impetus for movement and motives behind migration 
are difficult to ascertain.  Since economic push factors in this context would be related 
to the social and political disruption as a result of war, it underscores the point that it 
is not always feasible to distinguish forced migration from commercial migration 
(Bakewell and de Haas, 2007: 102). 
 
Western Africa has the distinction of hosting “the largest international migration 
population, amounting to … 2.7% of its total population” according to data captured 
in 2000 (Zlotnik, 2004 in Bakewell and de Haas, 2007: 103).  This part of Africa was 
particularly affected by the transatlantic slave trade and latest estimates figure 
numbers of up to 12 million people were conveyed to foreign lands (Bakewell and de 
Haas, 2007: 103).  Colonialism had similar effects in these regions as elsewhere in 
Africa.  Migrants poured into both urban and rural areas to work on the mines or the 
plantations, often travelling on migration routes used centuries before colonisation; 
following seasonal patterns and inland-coastal routes (Bakewell and de Haas, 2007: 
103).   
 
After independence, however, the majority of African countries struggled to manage 
resources in the context of internal structural inconsistencies and the lack of 
independent support systems that were part of a colonial legacy.  In addition, military 
coups and political instability hounded many governments and under these 
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circumstances sentiment towards migrants became intolerant to the point of large-
scale expulsion.  In just one example, Ghana, following the coup of 1966, instituted 
the Alien Compliance Act of 1969 (Bakewell and de Haas, 2007: 104) which forced 
between 155 000 and 213 000 mainly Nigerian cocoa plantation migrants out of the 
country.  Not only foreigners migrated; many Ghanaians exchanged the repressively 
governed state for more stable economies both within Africa and in Europe and the 
USA.  Institutions such as the Economic Community of West African States 
(ECOWAS) and was set up to guarantee the Free Movement of Persons and the rights 
of residence (Bakewell and de Haas, 2007: 100, 103).  Corruption, however, 
prevented the practice of the principles upheld in the ECOWAS.   
 
Fluctuations of the global economic markets, political instability and outbreaks of 
wars troubled West Africa during the 1980s and resulted in streams of refugees to the 
main migration pole; Cotê d´Ivoire (Bakewell and de Haas, 2007: 105).  By the early 
1990s migrants made up an estimated 25% of the population of this country.   When 
socio-economic problems and intolerance towards foreigners reached its height in 
1993, migrants began escaping in large numbers to find new ports of refuge.  There 
were two attractive alternatives at “the northern and southern extremes of the 
continent” (Bakewell and de Haas, 2007: 100, 105); Libya and South Africa where 
the dismantling of apartheid had opened borders formerly impenetrable to black 
Africans.   
 
Countries surrounding these migration hubs such as Botswana in the South and 
Nigeria in the North have also become important host areas of migrants or as transit 
areas into the main host countries - both within Africa and without.   
 
2.6 Southern Africa, South Africa and Zimbabwe 
 
In Southern Africa, the boom in mineral mining accelerated the inclusion of Africans 
in the cash economy and defined migrancy and migrations as important areas of 
research (Bakewell and de Haas, 2007: 106).  Beginning in the latter quarter of the 
19th century, the discovery of gold and other minerals on the Witwatersrand in South 
Africa and the development of the Zambian copper belt coincided with the refinement 
of social science disciplines.  The rural-urban movement of peoples and the growth of 
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cities in rapidly industrialising Western Europe had centred attention on social issues.  
The colonies would provide unique contexts for social science research - as defined 
by colonial interests; naturally.   
 
Although migrations served colonial aims, even on a smaller scale, movement 
between households had long been “‘the norm rather than the exception’” (de Haan, 
2000 in Bakewell and de Haas, 2007: 106).  The social barriers put in place by 
colonial race-based restrictive laws failed to prevent this practice (Harney and 
Baldassar, 2007: 190).  Measures put in place to control the development of mining 
actually reinforced and encouraged circular migration of labourers.  The racially 
dominant minority sought to prevent the growth of a large and permanent force that 
could possibly become contentious and cause social disruption.  Ironically, however, 
circular migration undermined the colonial aims to restrict the black population to 
designated areas.   Continual movement hampered efforts to control the population 
and the informal towns which sprung up around the mines naturally grew into urban 
centres. Streams of informal migrants who were needed to fill other labour niches 
contributed to the flow of rural to urban migration (Bakewell and de Haas, 2007: 
107).  In spite of efforts to constrain the black population, Southern Rhodesia and 
Rhodesia and apartheid South Africa were fighting a losing if drawn-out, bloody 
battle to maintain the status quo. 
 
The lengthy liberation conflicts of Southern Africa prompted guerrilla warfare tactics 
as large but poorly resourced black populations struggled against enduring structural 
racial inequalities.  South Africa and Rhodesia produced asylum seekers fleeing 
political persecution, war and social disruption; Mozambican and Angolan refugees 
flooded Zambia, Zimbabwe and Malawi.  Finally, South Africa too has become a 
major destination place for migrants from all over Africa (Bakewell and de Haas, 
2007: 108, 109).  Emigration has also led to concerns regarding the ‘brain drain’ as 
educated Malawians, Zambians and Zimbabweans flock to take advantage of 
opportunities abroad.  South Africa, too, has suffered losses of experienced personnel, 
also particularly in the fields of health and education, yet South Africa is 
simultaneously a magnet for these same professionals from many African countries. 
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With the abolition of apartheid, attitudes towards migrants naturally reflected the 
democratic principles laid down in the new Constitution and those once discriminated 
against were welcomed.  Structures, however, were set in place to moderate the 
movement of people in the Southern African region and plans were set in motion to 
facilitate new relationships between Southern African countries.  In 1999 the MIDSA 
was established “to foster regional dialogue and cooperation on migration-related 
issues” (MIDSA Report, 2009: 6) and support “the Southern African Development 
Community (SADC) Protocol on the Facilitation of Movement of Persons” (MIDSA 
Report, 2009: 16).  Speaking at the MIDSA (MIDSA Report, 2009: 6-7), Vincent 
Williams of the South African Migration Project (SAMP) declared that migration 
flows within the Southern African Development Community (SADC) show that 
patterns of labour migration have altered and increased.  The statistics gleaned from 
documented migration shows that numbers of migrations into South Africa has 
increased over seven-fold from an estimated 1 million in 1990 to 7.5 million in 2005 
(MIDSA Report, 2009: 7).   
 
2.7 Zimbabweans in South Africa: Perspectives, Push Factors and Policy 
 
The redistribution of the land from predominantly white farmers to the black 
population had been on the political agenda since the early days of liberation.  
Unfortunately, developments of a program to redistribute the land in a type of ‘final 
solution’ lead to a drastic economic downturn (Chimhowu, 2009: 1; see Potts, 2010: 
80). The Zimbabwean migration influx crisis into South Africa is a phenomenon 
resulting from severe political, economic and social disintegration.  Migration from 
Zimbabwe has occurred historically and most starkly in three phases, according to 
Tevera (2008: 19).  In the 1980s migrants were predominantly white, uncertain of 
their future prospects in a newly independent Zimbabwe.  In the 1990s migrants were 
skilled black and white Zimbabweans escaping from the effects of the government 
establishment of an “economic structural adjustment programme” (Tevera, 2008: 19).    
 
The last phase began in 2000 in the climate of political tension and upheaval which 
marked Zimbabwe’s downspin into political and economic fragmentation.  In the first 
decade of the 21st century, Zimbabwe’s economy contracted yearly at a rate of 4%, 
unemployment in the formal sector reached 70% and 80% were living in dire poverty 
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(MIDSA Report, 2009: 23).  Inflation fluctuated to such a degree that official 
assessments were impossible so a yearly estimate of 15 000% was speculatively 
proposed at the end of 2007 (Tevera, 2008: 19). It is difficult to gauge the numbers of 
Zimbabweans fleeing their country to seek asylum in South Africa as well as 
employment; most typically in the fields of “construction, transport, mining, 
commercial agriculture, domestic work, maritime and cross border trade” (MIDSA 
Report, 2009: 10-11).  In 2001 the census reported 131 886 Zimbabweans in South 
Africa, suggesting projections of a population of 1 million by the end of 2007, while 
media and popular estimates mention figures up to 3 million (Leslie, 2008: 16).  This 
number, however, has been quoted in the media sporadically between 2003 and 2009, 
suggesting that it is not literal but merely a symbol used by the press to substantiate 
perceptions of the ‘flood’ of ‘illegal’ Zimbabwean migrants into South Africa (Crush 
and Tevera, 2010: 3). 
 
Like other states in the Southern African region, South Africa’s approach towards the 
crisis in Zimbabwe, has been one of ‘silent diplomacy’ which, according to Lefko-
Everett (2004), will “continue to ... brand … undocumented Zimbabweans as … 
‘economic’ rather than legitimate ‘political’ refugees”.  This is problematic because 
the sensitive nature of the human rights of a political refugee demands specific and 
specialised care.  Neatly classifying Zimbabweans into groups such as either ‘asylum 
seeker’ or ‘migrant’ and meeting the varying needs of the people so classified is part 
of the complex issue facing South Africa.  Current South African social and political 
attitudes towards Zimbabweans range between ambivalence at best to open hostilility.  
Xenophobia is evident from the top levels of governing bodies, some of whom have 
publicly labelled Zimbabweans “as a ‘nuisance’ and a threat” (Lefko-Everett, 2004).  
Even the SADC Protocol on the Facilitation of Movement of Persons emphasises that 
such persons must be classified as ‘desirable’.  Yet such a definition in the context of 
current South African politics indicates the prevalence of simmering xenophobic 
attitudes (MIDSA Report, 2009: 16). 
 
The stance taken by officials and the complexities regarding administration of the 
migration issue reflects the difficulties inherent in management of the Zimbabwean 
influx.  These concerns are just some of the variables ensuring that “this population 
remains hidden, largely unquantified, and largely misunderstood” (Leslie, 2008: 14).  
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Yet policy makers should recognise that Zimbabwe as a sender and South Africa as a 
receiver of migrants has a long history and is not likely to end once the severity of the 
Zimbabwean crisis has ended (Leslie, 2008: 16).  South African policy makers need 
to engage in a balancing act, juggling several objectives which will benefit or sustain 
both South African interests and the needs of Zimbabwean migrants or refugees.  The 
structural challenges inherent in dealing with the large numbers of migrants are linked 
to economic issues, yet migrants could benefit the South African economy while 
having their asylum needs met (Leslie, 2008: 16). 
 
In order to assess and understand the contexts surrounding Zimbabwean migration 
and migrant perspectives, a survey of 4 654 Zimbabweans was conducted in 2007 by 
various Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs) in three main suburbs of 
Johannesburg (Leslie, 2008: 14).  Although the participants interviewed excluded 
migrants, focussing on those who have actually moved to South Africa, the findings 
offer a significant insight into the reasons Zimbabweans left their country, particularly 
over the last 10 years.  Of the total sample, most of whom were between 21 and 40 
years of age, “92 per cent (4 300) (moved) between 2000 and mid-2007” (Leslie, 
2008: 14), reflecting the sudden economic and political downturn in the country in the 
first few years of this century.   
 
 Research indicates that in the years 2002 - 2004 (inclusive) the reasons Zimbabweans 
left their country were overwhelmingly due to political push factors (Leslie, 2008: 14-
15).  Political reasons for leaving almost doubled in the years 2002 - 2004, from 
roughly 30-32% in 2000-2001 to 55-58% (Leslie, 2008: 14-15).  The Zimbabweans 
interviewed indicated that the heading ‘political reasons’ could include, “politically 
motivated beatings, persecution, torture, rights abuses, operations Murambatsvina and 
Gukurahundi” (Leslie, 2008: 14).  Murambatsvina was Mugabe’s attempt to eradicate 
informal trading in 2000 and Gukurahundi was the attempted eradication of political 
opposition in the early 1980s (Potts, 2010: 71, 95, 100-103 and Makina, 2010: 229).  
Economic and employment driven migration dropped between and including 2000-
2002 and 2002-2004 respectively, as the political crisis took front stage as a 
motivation for migrating.  Since 2003 economic reasons for leaving have been cited 
increasingly by migrants in conjunction with a rise in employment reasons since 2005 
- peaking at 31 % and 51% respectively in 2007, while political reasons dropped to 
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approximately 18% (Leslie, 2008: 14-15).  The reasons Zimbabweans have given for 
leaving their country are important to understand since they illuminate some of the 
motives in the planning processes behind their movements.  What they have come 
from and left behind provides us with insight into their responses to South Africa - 
whether they settle permanently in South Africa or whether they engage in circular 
migration.  Research into circular migrant perspectives is difficult due to their 
mobility.  It is important, however, to examine their perceptions not only for practical 
policy-making purposes but in order to understand the current experiences of global 
fluidity.  Global fluidity is taking place in societies which are becoming increasingly 
complex technologically.  Such complexity includes the expansion of electronic 
communications which straddles both the public and private aspects of life.  Media 
broadcasts about events which occur on the other side of the world are available 
almost as they happen.  Personal views are expressed more and more frequently on 
internet ‘blogs’ and informal internet networks.  The need to understand globalisation 
and our varying responses to this phenomenon are as great as they have ever been in 
the context of rapid communication and the widespread accessibility of news and 
opinions perhaps disseminating xenophobic events and attitudes.  How migrants 
interact with their environments within these interwoven realities can give us further 
insight into these complexities and their connections.  
 
2.8 Transience and Rites of passage 
 
In everyday life, people have been planning, acting and reflecting since we first were 
able to do so.   Within these events, we appropriate our cultures and, especially our 
technologies as tools to facilitate our living and our engaging with life and each other.  
The internet and electronic communication allow people to travel across cyberspace, 
communicating and engaging with cultures, becoming multi-culturally literate and 
participating in the flow of information.  Current conditions of the human state, then, 
emphasise both the physical act of migration and a virtual dimension to this age-old 
practice.  The internet has also enabled existing and would-be migrant internet 
communities to exchange information regarding destination cities and countries 
(Sassen, 2006).  Thus, in agreement with Chambers (1994 in Harney and Baldassar, 
2007: 191), indeed “migrancy is the central metaphor of the contemporary world” 
leading to blurred distinctions between physical and mental fluidity as we appropriate 
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allusions to movement in conversation and in relationship to ourselves and our 
physical-social-cultural contexts.    
 
Harney and Baldassar (2007: 190) harness the popular migration term of the 1990s - 
‘transnationalism’ once again, to understand migration as a process which includes 
the concepts of integration and marginality as concurrent, rather than mutually 
exclusive states.  Maphosa (2010) defines the transmigrant clearly as “a new class of 
migrants who conduct intensive cross-border economic activities on a continuous 
basis”.  Such transmigrants can be further differentiated as either full-time or part-
time and are exemplified by the “omalayisha … Cross-border transport operators 
(who) fit the description of ‘true transmigrants’” (Maphosa, 2010).  The 
‘transmigrant’ engages in transnational thinking and behaviour by simultaneously 
adapting to the host country and maintaining ties with the country of origin (Maphosa, 
2010).   
 
Harney and Baldassar (2007: 190) point out that the term transnationalism contains 
within it the potential to challenge one-sided assumptions about migrant adaptation 
and processes and reveal relationships between both host nation and nation of origin.  
Yet researchers must be wary of making the relationship between host and origin 
country too prominent at the expense of subtleties and ambiguities which characterise 
all such affiliations.  Recent research has focussed on the perspectives of 
transmigrants and their home communities as a means of elucidating the hidden 
subtleties and complexities of their lives. Maphosa’s (2010) study of Zimbabwean 
transmigrants and their families of Mangwe District, Matabeleland South in 
Zimbabwe provided insight into the research-rich area of undocumented or circular 
transmigrants.  Such a focus contributes to the already abounding research on 
transnationalism.   Maphosa’s examination of the transmigrants’ experiences and the 
socio-cultural effects of transnationalism for both them and their families revealed 
complex ties, expectations and strategies operating in varying contexts. 
 
In the 1950s, ideas regarding migrant complexities included research into 
‘situationalism’ and ‘alternation’ “to understand identity code-switching” (see 
Epstein, 1958 in Harney and Baldassar, 2007: 191) as migrants were assimilated into 
the host societies.  Rather than assuming a straightforward progression towards 
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assimilation, in the 1990s it was considered more useful to take these concepts and, in 
modern contexts, view them as processes towards “an attempt to consider the migrant 
in a fuller social field” (see Macmillan, 1993 in Harney and Baldassar, 2007: 191).  In 
this view, migrants can be seen as actors in choosing strategies within the frameworks 
in which they are situated and adapting their strategies in accordance with contextual 
and reflexive demand.  This perspective allows for the contemplation of  
 
the persistent and fluctuating ties that bind across borders. … (And) the kinds of 
translocal, transborder, transnational relations that persist, develop and are elaborated 
between not just a ‘home’ and ‘away’ but multiple ‘heres’ and ‘theres’ (Harney and 
Baldassar, 2007: 191). 
 
It is not only migrants, but all humans in fact who exist in full “social fields” of 
“multiple heres and theres” (Harney and Baldassar, 2007: 191).  In the context of rapid 
global change, migrancy has, more than ever, become a “contemporary cultural trope 
to examine our existence” (Harney and Baldassar, 2007: 191) and the interaction 
between the movement of bodies, ideas and things.  All human beings examine these 
interactions as we go through life in stages; moving from one to the next according to 
certain social, cultural and physiological processes.  The complexity of the human 
being including our interaction with one another and with our environment has led to 
the devising of ways of integrating our physiological processes with a cultural and 
social response.   
 
By creating rites for our passages through these multidimensional stages, we engage 
in a communal recognition of the importance of transitioning, transforming and 
integrating into our social, cultural and physical worlds.  The rite of passage involves 
three phases, according to van Gennep (1960 in Turner, 1967: 93, 94), illustrating the 
necessary severance of the “ritual subject”, the ‘liminal’ stage and finally his/ her or 
their assimilation back into the everyday world.  Rites of passage are necessary to 
bring about change, in response to the demands of change.  Rites such as these have 
been more closely associated with contexts which embrace “change (as) bound up 
with biological and meteorological rhythms and recurrences” (Turner, 1967: 93) such 
as those found in ‘tribal’, ‘natural’ or ‘simple’ societies.  Since rites of passage, 
however, often inculcate a combination of mental, physical and emotional change, 
they can be visibly identified in all types of societies - perhaps not as van Gennep 
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originally conceived them.  For example, the introduction of a young would-be soldier 
to the demands of war, or new parents into the role expectations surrounding 
parenthood, contain elements of separation, marginalisation and reintegration of the 
‘initiates’.  
 
It is as we experience the ‘in-between’ stages, places and states of human life in our 
movement from one to another, that we are ‘liminal’.  Turner in his deeper exposition 
of van Gennep’s work (1960 in Turner, 1967: 93-94) strove to focus on the 
transitional aspect of rites of passage, in which the initiate is in limbo, divested of 
social and cultural trappings.  He or she lacks cultural, social and identity markers, 
being “structurally … invisible” with “no status, property, insignia … kinship position 
… (or) Rights” (Turner, 1967: 95-96, 98-99).  They are sometimes associated with 
negative social and cultural symbols to emphasise their indefinite status.  Symbols 
include those representing “death, decomposition … menstruation” to illustrate “Their 
condition … of ambiguity and paradox, (the) confusion of all the customary 
categories” (Turner, 1967: 96, 97).   
 
A rite of passage provides a means of containing the confusion associated with 
change - by naming and exposing it, allowing it expression within the confinement of 
recognised practices.  This idea is linked to the insights of Mary Douglas (in Turner, 
1967: 97) whom Turner summarises as proposing that “what is unclear and 
contradictory (from the perspective of social definition) tends to be regarded as 
(ritually) unclean” (parenthesis in original).  Thus, people developed ideas and 
practices regarding pollution “in reaction to protect cherished principles and 
categories from contradiction”.  Those who are liminal are “neither one thing nor 
another; or may be both; or neither here nor there; or maybe even nowhere”.  
Liminality thus involves paradox in a “peculiar unity” (Turner, 1967: 99).   Thus, this 
“neither one thing nor another; or may be both” aspect of the transitional can be seen 
in symbols which are ‘womb’, ‘tomb’ and both ‘womb and tomb’.  According to 
Turner, this explains the seclusion of initiates “since it is a paradox … to see what 
ought not to be there” and to be unsure of what is there, and paradoxes threaten 
human security; socially and culturally. 
 
 54
Liminality is actually important and necessary, according to Turner (1967: 106) 
because within liminality exists the possibility to reflect and “juggle with the factors 
of existence” unencumbered with usual responsibilities, while under the watchful eye 
of elder mentors.   The liminal experience reinforces culture - showing a pattern or 
order so that we learn boundaries and how far to go - our cultural limits.  It is a 
paradox that we need to learn limits otherwise we will always stay in our un-
transformed state.  New knowledge is gained as well as “a change in being” (Turner, 
1967: 102).  Turner believes that this is achieved in the “communication of the sacra” 
which comprises; “exhibitions, what is shown; … actions, what is done; and … 
instructions, what is said” (Harrison 1903 quoted in Turner, 1967: 102)6.  Exhibitions 
can include physical cultural totems or sacred objects which the initiates are shown 
and these objects are often “multivocal … (distinguished by) exaggerated feature(s) 
… (as) an object of reflection” (Turner, 1967: 103).  Instructions may be “formulas 
chanted and … the main outlines of the theogony, cosmogony and mythical history of 
their societies” some of which are secret and some known commonly (Turner, 1967: 
102-103).   
 
In the rite of passage or ‘quest’ for new knowledge, the initiate follows the path of the 
hero - separated or cast out of the community.  The hero too is at times under the 
instruction of or the recipient of the good will of supernatural beings who may give 
him/ her ‘juju’ or ‘charms’ to assist him on the quest.  The hero and initiate face or are 
presented with ‘monsters’ during their liminal period of questing.  During liminal 
times of initiations, “bizarre and monstrous masks and figures” (Turner, 1967: 104) 
evoking strange beasts may be used.  Turner, unlike other speculators as to the uses of 
these masks and evocations, believed that “monsters are manufactured … to teach 
neophytes to distinguish clearly between the different factors of reality, as it is 
conceived in their culture” (Turner, 1967: 105).  Monsters must present a combination 
of familiar yet normally disassociated components to become “an object of abstract 
contemplation”.  The purpose of this is to “startle neophytes into thinking about 
objects, persons, relationships, and features of their environment they have hitherto 
taken for granted”.  Monsters may be frightening or grotesque but they can cause 
those so frightened to consider what they are contrasting - as what is ugly or evil 
                                                 
6 Italics in original 
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throws what is beautiful or good into sharp relief.  In addition, monsters are part of the 
‘trial’ which an initiate must overcome in order to progress to the next stage.  
 
This “stage of reflection” (Turner, 1967: 105) is thus a process of breaking down what 
is familiar, formulating ‘wrong’ combinations of ‘monsters’, and finally reconfiguring 
them into the familiar in light of the initiate’s changed being.   Once this 
transformation has consolidated, he can then re-enter society and as an individual, 
take up his position of ‘belonging’ in community.  The initiate has been given cultural 
frames of orientation which he carries with him as well as the continuation of the 
friendships developed with fellow initiands (Turner, 1967: 101).  Such relationships 
provide a sense of belonging within an age set and allow individuals to claim 
reciprocal rights to one another’s generosity.  Turner (1967: 110) recommends 
researchers to focus on the transitional in rites of passage as he believed that they 
“expose the basic building blocks of culture just when we pass out of and before we 
re-enter the structural realm”.  
 
2.9 Migration as a Rite of Passage 
 
Rites of passage have been traditionally conducted formally in contexts which are 
distinct from, yet within reach of reintegration into societies.  Colonialism and 
globalisation have produced contexts in which rites of passage involve a more 
complete physical dislocation from one’s community.  Migration has long been 
viewed as a rite of passage by male migrants, particularly those whose ancestors 
became incorporated into wage labour systems introduced by the European colonists.  
Schapera (1947 in Carstens, 1982: 519) established the importance of migrancy itself 
as a rite of passage in a description of the Tswana, of whom, in 1943, 80% engaged 
in migrancy.  McAllister’s (1990) later study on the Xhosa in Shixini provided an 
intriguing insight into the role of culture conservation in the face of change such as 
was initiated by the establishment of migrant labour.  Since migrants were prevented 
under apartheid law from integrating into urban areas with their families they retained 
their identification with their communities of origin - where it was possible to be “a 
‘proper Xhosa’” (McAllister, 1990: 5).   
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Migrancy became part of being a ‘proper Xhosa’ as it became related to “‘build(ing) 
the homestead’” (McAllister, 1990: 5) which involved responsibility to the 
community and meeting all the obligations of household honour (see chapter 3 
regarding household honour).  In essence, ‘building the home’ involved the 
recognition of the significance of the community over the individual - the importance 
of belonging.  Migrancy, however, contained a strong sense of the ambiguity of the 
liminal in a rite of passage since “It deprive(d) the community of labour power and 
threaten(ed) the absentees' commitment to their country home” while at the same 
time it “(was) recognized as being essential for 'building' the home”.   
 
In all types of initiations, the initiate had to be given ‘instructions’ or “‘iziyalo’ 
(which) define(d) the change, outline the attitudes and behaviour patterns expected of 
the new role, and attempt to ensure that the person being admonished (would) behave 
in accordance with this” (McAllister, 1990: 7).  In order to reintegrate a returning 
migrant, the community used ritual as a means of reminding him of his true identity 
and “to ensure that the migrant interpret(ed) his experience 'correctly' - i.e. as a means 
designed to serve the rural home” (McAllister, 1980 in McAllister, 1990: 5).  The 
migrant was ‘instructed’ on the proper behaviour expected while he was away from 
home and the elders used speeches to also instruct and ‘show’ the community the 
proper role of migrancy in community life.  This ritual was known as ‘umsindleko’ 
because it involved beer drinking for the community, an ‘action’ which ‘shows’ and 
reinforces generosity.  Beer drinking and speeches also involved the praise and 
recognition of the ancestors’ protection of the migrant and invoked their future 
blessings.  This ritual had origins in thanksgiving at the safe return of the warrior hero 
and involved ‘“food which a woman prepare(d) and ke(pt) for her absent or travelling 
husband’ in anticipation of his return” (Kropf, 1915 in McAllister, 1985: 2).   The 
ritual adapted to the demands of migrancy and probably in response to changes in 
agriculture production (McAllister, 1985: 10).  The important instructions, actions and 
exhibitions as elucidated by Turner (1967: 102) and used in rituals such as 
umsindleko reinforced community by “retain(ing) a particular kind of relationship 
between the community at home and the world outside” (McAllister, 1990: 7).  
Migrancy was thus important as a resource for maintaining kinship commitments but 
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rejecting the exigencies of change in the world out there (Mayer, 1961 in Carstens, 
1982: 518). 
 
Migrants who come from different countries, also engaged in the tradition of 
migration to South Africa to work on the mines and earn enough money to pay the 
newly instituted taxes and provide lobola or ‘bridewealth’ in order to set up 
homesteads (Mlambo, 2010).  Men termed this rite of passage to South African 
mines, ‘kuWenela’ (literally; ‘to go with’ the Witwatersrand Native Labour 
Association - WNLA).  This practice became so entrenched that young men braved 
great dangers in their personal efforts to migrate to South African mines - right up 
until the present day.  Returning migrants in the 1960s were regarded “as men of 
substance, especially when they returned after many years of absence with money 
and valuable goods” (Mlambo, 2010).  Maphosa’s (2010) study of migrants in 
Southern Matabeleland, revealed that migrating to South Africa is still considered 
important for the dignity and status of young men and those who have not undergone 
this rite are looked down on as “‘ibhare’… or unsophisticated”. 
 
Since the 1990s, labour contracts on the mines have grown longer to meet the 
growing demands of industry and global markets which have spurred greater 
automation of labour.  McAllister (1990: 10) emphasised the difficulties that longer 
absences entail for mine workers in a context of complex change in communities 
facing relocations and changes to agricultural strategies instituted in the latter half of 
the 20th century.   A main consequence of longer absences from home is of course, 
the difficulty of reintegrating into the community and McAllister (1990: 11) 
mentioned the changes to ritual, with the performance of ‘umsindleko’, for example, 
becoming less frequent.  The emphasis on longer stays in the host country is also 
accepted by many migrants in pursuit of other employment niches.   
 
Change as a result of migrations is inevitable for both the migrant and his family and 
community.  The loss of a family member, even if temporary, causes tension between 
migrant and family and even in his relationship with community members.  The 
migrant must acquire new knowledge and skills in order to properly exploit migratory 
opportunities.  Learning a language of the host country is important for easy 
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assimilation and also as a ‘cover’ for migrants facing the possibility of deportation 
(Maphosa, 2010).  Other cultural symbols including clothing, music and even a 
manner of walking as distinct cultural ‘markers’ which differentiate people as 
belonging or ‘different’.  To the community of origin, and to the migrant himself, a 
migrant’s new skills and mannerisms set him apart as belonging to a life way known 
as injiva which incorporates a combination of traits distinct to migrants (Maphosa, 
2010).  Young male migrants as initiators of change are threats to old ways of life and 
conflict between the generations of communities is common as elders seek to retain 
the honour of the household through control of tradition and the young.  Community 
members hold negative stereotypes of injiva, maintaining that they are inclined 
towards violence.  Thus, migrants are ‘different’ in both their working and their home 
lives. 
 
The migrants are straddling cultural identities formed in strategic alliance with the 
host country and in maintenance of ties at home.  For example, according to Maphosa 
(2010), at least 48% of his participants were in possession of a South African identity 
document while retaining their Zimbabwean document.  Having both documents 
facilitated their survival in South Africa and ensured, in the event of death, the safe 
transmission of their remains back to relatives in Zimbabwe.  For many migrants, 
especially those who are undocumented, life is a gamble, uncertain and full of 
potential threat.  In addition, having a valid document to enable employment in South 
Africa is no guarantee of success or acceptance.  Migrants have developed ways of 
coping, including relying on their belief systems in their host countries as a means of 
seeking protection and fulfilling psychological and emotional needs.  Maphosa (2010) 
emphasises the continuing importance of Zionism which is common in both South 
Africa and Zimbabwe.   This religion has recently begun adapting to the fluidity of 
migrancy by engaging in “dual membership and joint memberships” with cross-
border branches. 
 
The migrant’s struggle to survive is becoming more complex in the context of current 
global and national socio-economic and political contexts. Zimbabwean migrants who 
leave their politically and socio-economically troubled country have many hardships 
to face, both on the journey and on arrival in South Africa. 
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2.9 The Journey 
 
Zimbabwean migrants, who make the decision to migrate, do so under pressures 
induced by varying interconnected factors which shape their lives personally, 
communally and nationally.  One interviewee, in research conducted by Tevera and 
Crush (2010: 131), commented on the personal consequence of political and socio-
economic fragmentation in Zimbabwe on his life: 
  
I saw that for me also, as somebody who had gone this far in life and I was educated, 
I felt that I was really not making that much headway in terms of raising a family to 
the extent that I thought I should raise it. So maybe that’s what basically pushed me 
out.  
 
Zimbabweans face food shortages, escalating prices of goods and the outbreak of 
epidemics such as cholera; worsened due to a failing health system - all before they 
cross the border into South Africa (MIDSA Report, 2009: 22).  The decision to 
migrate itself is often a complex process and some migrants spend up to a year 
planning the journey, saving money and borrowing from relatives (Howden, 2010). 
Once the decision is made, many migrants walk on foot, or pay for rides in goods 
vehicles to the Beitbridge border post in Southern Zimbabwe.  Zimbabwean Jonathan 
Nkala (2009) travels South Africa, telling his story through drama and selling short 
stories of his experience.  In his case, he and his best friend decide to ‘jump’ the 
border as undocumented migrants and they leave home on foot, without telling their 
families (Nkala, 2009: 15-19).  They brave wild animals, darkness and thieves known 
as ‘GumaGuma’ who rob them of the little money that they have.  The Gumaguma 
patrol the areas on both sides of the borders, waiting for hapless victims (Howden, 
2010).  Women in particular are vulnerable to being raped and a Medicins sans 
Frontiers (MSF) at the border town of Musina in South Africa, reported 71 cases of 
rape between 1 March and the beginning of June in 2010 (Howden, 2010).   
 
Those who cross illegally have to face the dangerous crocodile-infested Limpopo 
River.  When Nkala (2009: 23-25) and his friend finally arrive at a section of the 
river, they join some expert river navigators who are captains of a fallen log with two 
wire circles to steer their ‘craft’.  Each passenger places his right hand on the log and 
paddles with the left and all are enjoined by the captains to concentrate as their lives 
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depend on it.  Unable to swim Nkala surprisingly, survives the passage only to 
discover that at one point in the journey his best friend was swept away and drowned 
in the fierce currents of the river Nkala (2009: 23-25).  Nkala’s experience is only too 
common for those who cross illegally into South Africa, and many do so since to get a 
passport is expensive, costing as much as $200 (Howden, 2010).  Once over the 
border, migrants are at the mercy of other groups of Gumaguma, South African 
police, the necessity to apply for refugee status and the search for employment.   
Those who receive the coveted refugee status are in the 1% of those who apply which 
number up to 2100 per week, according to the Department of Home Affairs (DHA) in 
Musina (Howden, 2010).  Even upon receipt of asylum, migrants must still find work.  
This search involves long periods of homelessness, hunger and the possibility of 
remaining one of the 50 000 squatters in derelict buildings in cities such as 
Johannesburg (Howden, 2010). 
 
Both employed and unemployed migrants contend with the fear that xenophobia will 
inflame another outbreak of violence similar to that which occurred in early 2008 
(Howden, 2010).   Migrants live with the threat of xenophobia hovering over them 
daily and report regular incidences of verbal attacks from South Africans, 
discrimination at public health facilities and when trying to renew their permits 
(Howden, 2010).   
 
Once Zimbabweans arrive in South Africa they are burdened with the necessity of 
maintaining silence, restricted socially because of “the pressures for concealment on 
the undocumented, and incentives even for those who are here legally to remain 
within well-developed immigrant social networks in the face of actual or even merely 
potential local hostility” (Leslie, 2008: 14).  This silence both contributes to the 
ignorance of xenophobic South Africans and the further suppression of those already 
brutalised in their country of origin.  To see and to hear, to be seen and to be heard - to 
express who I am, what I have been through and what I think and feel about it is a 
human right.  Zimbabweans come from a repressive political environment, 
persecuted, watched and silenced by a government bent on maintaining its position.  
Yet, it is this same government which upholds the memory of the heroes of old, the 
heroes stretching beyond living memory, the heroes who inspired the liberation 
struggle which led to Zimbabwean independence.  It is necessary to explore this 
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context to examine the multiple ways in which the black Zimbabwean and particularly 
the Shona; may be voiceless due to the necessity of upholding their brother-officials - 
their liberators and a movement laden with the memory and ideals of heroes long 
dead.  Migrants live in a complex field of historically, socially, economically and 
politically interconnected worlds, both originating in their home of origin and in their 
host country.  How they choose their strategies for survival; weighing up the benefits 
of being versus belonging is rooted in their contexts.  When a migrant exhibits 
characteristics of being, he/she utilises behavioural strategies in his/her context but 
lacks personal identification with this context, while belonging involves identification 
of self as migrant (Levitt and Schiller, 2004: 7).   
 
African migrants have historically overcome restrictive structures, human agency 
found expression in the maintenance and redrawing of African traditional values and 
practices.  The Zimbabwean crisis and its effects on South Africa cannot hope to be 
resolved soon and completely.  The history of humans is the history of movement - 
thus, it is vital to “understand … the dynamics of migration in the context of Africa 
(and Zimbabwe in particular) … in order to understand the human experience of 
mobility” (Bakewell and de Haas, 2007: 113)7. 
 
2.10 Conclusion 
 
Migrants, especially circular migrants, exhibit the transience and liminal quality 
described by Turner (1967: 93-94).  They are liminal in South African official 
discourse which is ambiguous regarding their existence and the complexities 
involving managing the phenomenon of migration and the migrant presence.   
Variation exists in their push-pull factors and their motivations for migrating but all 
need to adapt to the complex challenges they face in their host country and the push-
pull tensions between host and home.  In addition to this, the complex political, 
economic and social tensions of their host countries create an added dimension of 
liminality and these contexts collaborate to inform public opinions regarding their 
presence.  Growing xenophobic tensions between migrants and their host societies 
demand a closer look at perceptions of the migrant regarding his contexts and his 
interaction within these contexts.  This could provide insight which may inform future 
                                                 
7 My insert. 
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explorations into the adaptation of host country to migrants and how to facilitate their 
process within the host country.  The perceptions of anyone are informed by a host of 
factors including cultural values, relationships with different environments, their 
history and the interaction of these with adaptation processes.  Culture and cultural 
values are transferred through communication.  Individuals are thus enculturated by 
possessors of culture and engage in interactively appropriating their culture.  An 
important aspect of this communication is the telling of ‘stories’ or myths.  The next 
chapter discusses the importance of cultural myths as purveyors and mediators of 
culture and as mediators of change. 
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Chapter 3: The Hero  
 
He began to roam, to explore the deep forests, in unconscious attempts to escape the 
prying eyes that gave him no peace. … Destiny conceals strange illuminations in the 
suffering life visits on us. … Our hero ran away from the prison of his royal role into 
something much worse (Okri, 2007: 8).   
 
3.1 Introduction 
 
Any human being exists within multiple contexts which are informed by culture, 
history, society, economics and politics.  This creates a complex of contexts and 
meanings making human experience liminal and ever-changing.  Culture is 
transferred through telling, through words and through action and from the beginning 
of human communication, people have ‘told’ their cultures through myths, folktales 
and legends.  Myths are important mediators of communal values and ideals and it is 
in these written and oral art forms that human beings sought to interpret and interact 
with their surroundings, other people and their responses.  Migrants come from 
certain contexts which are both broadly and narrowly defined.  It is necessary to 
examine the significance of myth from a human and African pre-colonial and colonial 
perspective to contribute to an understanding of these contexts.  How myths function 
in human interpretation of and adaptation to their contexts is complex and of 
necessity, an overview of this topic is presented here.  The myth of the hero is of 
particular interest since he or she emphasises the human journey through life and 
especially the migrant journey.  The hero carries with him or her cultural expectations 
and values which inform the listener or reader of the attributes which assist his people 
to adapt himself or his circumstances. 
 
3.2 The hero in myth 
 
The human being lives within an existence that is for him at once both ‘ordinary’ and 
‘extraordinary’, that is; profane and sacred.  We are ordinary physical beings, yet have 
the extraordinary ability to dream, imagine, project imagination into the future, draw 
on memory of the past and relate our imaginative processes while concurrently 
yielding them to the fruitful interpretation of others.  This interpretation in itself 
becomes a new discovery and expression - a co-creation of meaning and action which 
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transcends the individual, integrating and interacting with a broader cultural 
framework.  The human imagination has produced colourful metaphors which reflect 
the sacred yet addresses the ordinary - an attempt to bring in harmony the conflicting 
worlds we inhabit.  Our “ultimate questions: Who are we?  Where did we come from?  
Why are we here?” (Porpora, 1996: 227) demand extraordinary explanations in our 
search for meaning and in the way we adapt to the demands of living and the conflicts 
the expectation of death works in us.    
 
The explanations figuratively portrayed in myth assist by describing human conflicts 
and presenting the “transcendent ideals and transcendent visions of the good” 
(Porpora, 1996: 227) in the person of the hero who must seek, fight and overcome.  
The hero exists in cultural story-telling and myth to give expression to cultural values, 
supporting, explaining and exploring the themes of human living and dying within our 
cultural “webs of significance” (Geertz, 1975: 5).  Heroes exist in different types; as 
kings, warriors, tricksters “whose mischievous pranks and tricks can benefit humans” 
according to the website article Heroes: Myth Encyclopaedic forum.  Heroes can be 
national/cultural, ‘folk’ or “ordinary individuals who have special skills (who) may 
take up the causes of common people against tyrants and bullies” (Heroes: Myth 
Encyclopaedic forum) or even the tragic hero whose “heroism lies not in quests, 
adventures, or triumphs but in facing his tragic fate”.  Heroes can belong to anyone 
and everyone as real life figures or fictional characters, personal, contemporary, 
historical or those who combine both; evoking cultural markers and seeking to bind 
old and new in harmonious interplay.  Real heroes too, are in some sense created; 
often as symbols of hope and endurance.  
 
In an example of how individuals appropriate the heroic in their personal lives 
Porpora (1996) explored the role of heroes in a 1993 study involving a sample of 
randomly selected Philadelphians in the USA.   Porpora aimed to discover the 
importance of personal heroes, the types of heroes preferred and the connection 
between values and ideals personified in the hero for the individual.  In the findings 
taken from two surveys of two separate groups of several hundred people each, 
Porpora discovered “that personal hero identification is bound up with broader 
phenomena relating to religion and transcendental metanarratives” (Porpora, 1996: 
210).  Many of the subjects interviewed did not identify a hero according to the 
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definition proposed in the literature - namely “’a role model par excellence’” 
(Porpora, 1996: 219), an inspirational figure whom people try to emulate.  Porpora 
found that subjects who claimed not to have heroes believed heroes to be “impossible 
figures who are morally perfect in all respects” but admitted to having ‘mentors’ who 
were more ‘ordinary’.  Subjects mentioned personal heroes and also cultural heroes 
whose actions have been upheld by their cultural group.   These heroes act as 
references yet; people do not necessarily want to be their heroes but to be associated 
with them. 
 
Cultural heroes, Porpora (1996: 222) finds, have been influenced by modernity to the 
point that they “affirm ordinary life over any kind of transcendental calling” being 
therefore ordinary people such as local community members, political heroes and 
celebrities - supporting a hypothesis of Taylor (1989 in Porpora, 1996: 222).  
Porpora’s findings also supported MacIntyre’s (1981 in Porpora, 1996: 223) proposal 
that those who “saw their lives as situated within some kind of ongoing tradition or 
project … then … would identify with the historical figures who symbolise the 
traditional ideals of that project”.  This development could, according to Lyotard 
(1984 in Porpora, 1996: 223) lead to the “’end of metanarratives,’ … (and) 
transcendental narrative … that gives ultimate meaning to our lives”.  Porpora links 
this lack of identification with an historical hero with a lack of knowledge of history 
which thus also, is reflected in and compounds the “weakness of metanarratives”. 
 
MacIntyre’s (1981 in Porpora, 1996: 223) premise regarding the connection between 
the identification of a people with symbols of tradition or ideals, however, seems a 
necessary condition for the development and maintenance of a metanarrative, 
depending on a cultural and social context.  Such a context could demand that the 
present and historical heroes of a culture achieve immortality as part of a 
revitalisation movement of cultural beliefs and practices as people strive to resist 
acculturation and subjugation by a dominant group.  In Zimbabwe the events leading 
up to and including the war of independence from colonial dominance provided the 
opportunity for the development of a metanarrative stemming from an older history.   
In this context, the warrior hero, on a quest legitimised by the spiritual traditions and 
presence of spirit mediums reborn and regenerated, was called to fulfil an obligation 
to his ancestors and his people (Ranger, 1967 in Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2009: 50-52, Lan 
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1985 in Mtisi, Nyakudya and Barnes, 2009: 157 and Kazembe, 2010: 55; see Chapter 
4).  A hero, however, must reach a point of departure in order to fulfil his role and the 
impetus to act may be the result of both internal and external processes, personal 
qualities and those attributed to him by a culture. 
 
In her research into contemporary African American visual culture, Molette (1985: 
461) recognises that all “serious heroes undergo … (a) process of soul searching” 
which translates into the questing of the hero.  The quest acts as the impetus for 
beginning the journey and providing the essential thread through the tale of the heroic.   
 
In hero myths, from the very beginning, the hero is different.  In Starbook: A Magical 
Tale of Love and Regeneration, Okri’s hero-prince “was a surprise to the royal family.  
The soothsayers at his birth predicted for him an unusual life.  He will be a king and a 
slave, they said … he will suffer like a great sinner, he will live like a god … And so 
time passed as he grew up in mystery” (Okri, 2007: 4, 7).  This hero begins life as a 
liminal character; not quite belonging in his surroundings, both loved and feared by 
his people.  The very act of questioning what is taken for granted in his environment 
sets him apart and misunderstood by his family and his people, he is driven “to roam, 
to explore the deep forests, …(to) seek escape” (Okri, 2007: 8).  A hero’s quest often 
involves a search for a ‘good’ or ‘truth’ which will bring benefit, not just to himself 
but also to his people or humanity as well.  Okri’s hero must reconcile for his people 
the realms of the sacred and the profane as a type of mediator between what is known 
and experienced on a human and physical plane and that which is unknown and 
merely sensed or wondered about.   
 
This hero, as a somewhat mystical human has the ability or sensitivity to engage with 
the sacred more readily than others.   Or perhaps he simply cannot or will not refuse 
the ‘call’ to engage.  Thus, the hero submits to the call of the sacred to bring meaning 
to the profane.  In doing so, he sacrifices his place in the profane and enters the realm 
of the sacred - that which is most readily understood and translated in and by the 
imagination - “a mythic dwelling place … (which) is culturally marginal … 
(populated by) residents who are marginal as well” (Porpora, 1996: 227).  Heroes do 
for us what we would like to do ourselves and those who have heroes tend to be those 
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who ask and answer the ultimate questions within a metanarrative - an interaction 
with a “sacredly engaged life”.   
 
3.3 The call  
 
The hero must fight both internal conflicts within himself and external conflicts in the 
changing environment in which he finds himself.  This ‘journey’ he must take, this 
“response to a call” (Campbell, 1968 in Porpora, 1996: 213) - is the need to forsake 
familiarity and face conflict in search of a truth or a gift.  The successful returning 
hero “raises the level of ordinary life itself” - by correctly interpreting and expressing 
the ideals valued in a community and a culture (Molette, 1985: 447).  These ideals 
and values are played out in the hero’s navigation of the journey and rely on 
characteristics the hero possesses and which he uses in the seeking, fighting and 
overcoming intrinsic to mythic journeying.  Like us, the hero cannot act in isolation - 
he meets and is helped or hindered by beings - some mysterious, some natural, who 
create with him the values which guide both his actions and the actions of his people - 
thus forming a cultural identity.  Hero myths as told and retold within a community 
over time express the imaginative ability of human beings in their desire to tell the 
story of human lives and shape human identities.  The hero is a ‘cultural marker’ to 
whom we can ‘fix’ our cultural identity and allows us to navigate life in the hopes of 
expressing some part of the hero-ideal (Molette, 1985: 447).   The significance of the 
hero as cultural marker indicates subtle cultural distinctions in what defines the 
heroic; the characteristics of a hero which includes the attitude and behaviour of a 
hero.  That there are characteristics which define what is considered important in a 
society and a culture illustrate that what attracts a culture to a hero is specific and 
contextual yet also intertwined within a fluid and contested human reality.   
 
3.4 Significance of the heroic 
 
When examining the importance of the hero in myth, it is tempting to assume a 
universal appeal of the heroic.  It has been assumed that the process of ‘choosing’ a 
hero relies on an empathic response that people feel towards the hero based on 
identification with the hero’s qualities, struggles and so on.  According to Molette 
(1985: 447), however, the identification of a people with a hero goes beyond this 
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predominantly European idea of empathy.  In a culture which promotes a collective 
identity over an individual one, the capacity of an individual to ‘choose’ his or her 
own personal hero or contest a national one is subsumed under the power of the group 
because the power of the individual is found in relation to that of the group.  The hero 
represents a collective identity and, according to Molette (1985: 447) this explains the 
importance of appearances in African cultures.  Status, magnitude and consequence 
are vital characteristics of a hero which have less to do with his personal identity and 
far more to do with his representation of his cultural group.  The shame of one leads 
to the shame of all, the honour of one leads to the honour of all.  Honour is also 
transmitted historically - part of an inherited cultural identity and signifying the vital 
importance of tradition, living a life representing the wisdom of ancestors and 
continually relating to life in relationship to the ancestors.  If the ancestors are not 
remembered, if responsibility to the group and cultural values are dismissed, an 
individual is no longer within a harmonious pattern.   
 
National identity is, of course, important to other cultures perceived to be more 
generally individualistic.  Thus, a British hero might uphold the notion of fighting ‘for 
king and country’ a saying illustrating the value placed on sacrifice of self for the 
good of nation and nation-king, in the pursuit of the good of all. This saying, 
however, also endorses a more individualistic role in the pursuit of honour, as those 
who sacrifice and survive are rewarded with accolades in ceremonies which set them 
apart from their community (Molette, 1985: 447).  In Africa, ‘praise poems’, extol the 
hero for his deeds and character within the context of community values and in 
performance as part of an interactive communal setting.  The layers of significance 
given to myth by context, history and culture thus add colour, depth and texture to the 
monochromatic concept of the universal myth. 
 
Depth can feature as a unifying agent in a myth, making it universally appealing.  
While Molette (1985: 448) for example, disagrees with the European concept of the 
universality of myth she agrees that values portrayed in the myth of one culture will 
find an empathic response in another culture; when expressed by “a hero of great 
depth and truth”.  It is Molette’s discussion of the Afrocentric myth which illustrates a 
cultural emphasis on both magnitude and sacrifice; the African hero is distinctive in 
his status; he is someone of consequence, and his goal must benefit the collective who 
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must identify as a group with his values and behaviour.  Such an emphasis on the 
expression of a collective identity was discovered by Molette (1985: 448) in her 
research into African American myth, to be associated with African American 
resistance to white dominance.  In this context, the characteristic of magnitude as 
displayed by the hero must thus be understood within a daily life which is itself 
structured by oppression.  The hero is magnified for those acts within the ordinary 
which exhibits qualities of transcending the ordinary within such restrictions.   
 
The historical and cultural context of the heroic must thus be acknowledged in the 
understanding of what defines heroism to a community and a culture.  According to 
Molette (1996: 450), the Afrocentric hero, confined within a racist and sexist context 
such as that existing in the U.S.A and, by extension, in South Africa, must make use 
of strategy.  Such strategies include the use of “wit and comic irony”, the exercise of 
verbal diplomacy; extending, at times into a “self-effacing manner” as the need arises.   
This skilful manoeuvring has as its ultimate goal not simply in survival in conditions 
outside of the hero’s control, but survival with dignity.   
 
In order to be truly heroic, however, surviving with dignity must demand the heroic 
sacrifice of self - the hero decides to face the possibility of death or submit to and 
endure suffering (Molette, 1996: 456-457).  This is the magnitude displayed by the 
hero.  The hero does not have a ‘death-wish’ but simply “recognises the inevitability 
of pain and suffering within the context of this society” (Molette, 1996: 457) and 
takes control by making a choice to suffer with dignity but also to endure.  To an 
African American audience, this choice, perhaps judged by some to be passive, is in 
fact a powerful example of a hero who transcends his personal need and achieves for 
the collective by asserting his right to dignity (Molette, 1996: 458).   
 
3.5 African hero and the role of honour 
 
The adherence to a heroic magnitude and sacrifice for the collective good within a 
framework of dignified endurance is also reflected in the African traditional chiefdom 
societies of old.  Linked to the definition of hero is the concept of honour in African 
societies, both past and current.  Ilife (2005) presents us with extensive research into 
the African concept of honour and the historical importance of honour in African 
 70
societies spanning the pre-state chiefdoms up to the present day.  In Honour and 
African History Ilife’s aim is to “take account of changing notions of honour … (in) 
understanding African behaviour, in the past and the present” (Ilife, 2005:1).  Ilife’s 
contribution to studies on honour in African societies is to broaden the research into a 
more adequate revelation of honour south of the Sahara.   
 
Aware of the difficulty of defining terms within complex societies of multi-ethnic, 
multi-cultural groups found in many African societies, Ilife uses Stewart’s (1994 
quoted in Ilife, 2005: 4) definition of honour “as a right to respect” which involves the 
whole person - on a cultural and/ or national dimension.  Honour is both valued by an 
individual and bestowed in the response of the group to an individual and the 
individual’s ability to insist on respect.  The portrayal of and instruction in honour by 
African cultures was done through the oral transmission of “boasts, praise poems, or 
epics” (Ilife, 2005: 7).  Honour is accessed and applied in different ways depending 
on the status of individuals, thus; “vertical honour … (is) enjoyed by those of superior 
rank and horizontal honour, (and is) a right to be respected by one’s equals” (Stewart, 
1994 in Ilife, 2005: 4).  Since honour is attached to status, different types of honour 
were depicted in oral histories cataloguing the actions of both warrior heroes such as 
the Zulu and the “mundane claims to respect” (Ilife, 2005: 6) and respectability of 
those enjoying horizontal honour. 
 
Defining honour has included the argument that it is distinct from prestige, in the 
sense that the former is defended by the group, and the latter is competed for 
(Spencer, 1965 in Ilife, 2005: 5).  But, according to Ilife, such distinctions are not in 
reality adhered to; honour in practice is merely a matter of degree.  Honourable action 
may vary in measure but the concept of honour also changes over time due to 
interplay between socio-cultural change both internal and external to a culture.  In 
Africa the introduction of Christianity and colonial subjugation brought about 
extensive transformation to African cultures but also produced resistance to 
acculturation.  In the context of the dislocation produced by culture change, heroes 
were honour-bound to defend their culture.  The protection and maintenance of 
cultural identity had long been expressed and reinforced in ritual.   The two types of 
honour, however; that of the warrior and that of the household had to expand and 
strategise to meet the demands of colonialism. 
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3.6 The warrior and householder hero 
 
Ilife (2005: 6) notes the militarization of honour and the interaction between honour 
and loyalty to the state in pre-Islamic cultures which emphasised vertical honour.  
Stateless societies, however, adhered to both the heroism of the young male warrior 
and the heroic householder, and incorporating a female honour related to the female 
householder role - including fertility and states related to rites of passage such as 
marriage.  Honour was thus diffused into every aspect of society.  Age was important 
in defining one’s right to respect for both women and men and heroes preserved 
honour in the face of threat through the exercise of revenge in the absence of state 
regulation (Ilife 2005: 100).  The reputation of heroes was of utmost importance and 
reinforced through physically and emotionally demanding initiations - which, 
conducted in groups of peers also emphasised affiliation to an age-set and delineated 
relations between age-sets (Ilife 2005: 100-102).  Initiations produced courage and 
endurance in suffering, reinforced gerontocratic values, and, according to one young 
Dinka gave the initiated “the dignity of bearing, the responsible conduct, and the 
overall poise of a gentleman … over the carefree, servile status of boyhood” (Deng, 
1986 in Ilife, 2005: 103). 
 
Honour codes in warfare demanded the self-control gained during initiations and 
examples from different African states illustrates a variation in warfare codes.  
According to the Nuer, Maasai, Tio and Konso tribes of Northern and Central Africa, 
for example, threats were often ritualised with verbal insults and warnings preceding 
battle. Opposing groups even negotiated battle lines, considered it shameful to attack 
women, children and the elderly and strove to avoid serious bloodshed and slaughter 
(Ilife 2005: 105).   
 
In Southern Africa, while variation existed within the many different people groups, 
the notions of warrior honour permeated the ideals surrounding masculinity.  A Zulu 
hero, Komfiya kaNogandaya is described as “igawe, … ‘a proud one you’ … an 
ostentatious person, exhibiting grandeur or pride8” (Döhne, 1857 in Ilife, 2005: 140).  
Komfiya was incorporated into the service of warrior king and military tactician; 
                                                 
8 Italics in Ilife (2005: 140). 
 72
Shaka of the Zulu.  Komfiya personified the military honour known as ‘udumo’ 
(thunder) which originated under the fierce and uncompromisingly aggressive rule of 
Shaka (Döhne, 1857 in Ilife, 2005: 141).  The unsuccessful in battle ultimately faced 
death at the behest of Shaka and this “ethos pervaded male life” (Ilife, 2005: 142), 
demanding displays illustrating physical fitness and all the desired characteristics of a 
warrior hero.  Such displays included dance, the promotion of sexual performance to 
prove virility; warriors often courted death by secretly visiting girls of the royal 
household.  “Honour demanded that death be met with dignified ceremony” (Ilife, 
2005: 143), in both the Zulu kingdom and that of Mzilikazi of the Ndebele - originally 
an offshoot of the Zulu.   
 
Although honour of the warrior and the household seemed separate, the role of the 
male was equally crucial as head of all matters in the private domain of domestic life.  
The extension of male supervision over home affairs included the management of 
cattle which related to the rights to women and the formulation of kin relationships 
(Ilife, 2005: 144).  Women were mostly subordinate to men and guarding female 
virtue and fertility was of vital importance to household honour of both her family of 
origin and the family of procreation.  The consolidation of power under Shaka further 
restricted women’s sphere of influence and the characteristics of female honour is 
prescribed through male eyes since the construction of oral testimonies were primarily 
confined to the male domain (Ilife, 2005: 145).   
 
To the Xhosa, the honour of warriors was vitally important in the construction of male 
identity.  Less aggressively organised than the Zulu under Shaka, warriors, however, 
promoted their heroic character through accepting “names of honour” (Ilife, 2005: 
153) and recorded their own actions in praises and poems.  A Xhosa man was known 
for warrior like qualities but also distinguished by a “’graceful air and gentlemanlike 
manner’” (Mostert, 1992 in Ilife, 2005: 153) which impressed colonial military men 
in the 19th century.  Two types of Xhosa hero relating to that of the warrior and that of 
the household respectively were Maqoma and Sarhili.  Maqoma, a warrior-leader who 
fiercely resisted colonial occupation in the Western Cape, emphasised “indumo, 
connoting fame and renown” (Ilife, 2005: 155).  Sarhili, chief of the Eastern Xhosa, 
“was venerated by his people for his humanity and dignity” (Ilife, 2005: 154) and 
represented imbeko - that which indicates “respect and decency”. Yet, Sarhili 
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promoted the cause of the Mfecane - a type of revitalisation movement involving the 
almost total destruction of crops and animals as a necessary precursor to ancestral 
intervention to oust the whites from the land.  The loss of human life to starvation was 
disastrous and Sarhili lived out his life in a secluded hill-top retreat.  This disaster 
contributed much to the final subjugation of the Xhosa to white dominance and the 
escalation of adaptation to the changes the whites had brought with them and effected 
in the colony.  
 
Before the threat posed by Xhosa resistance to white infiltration, the advent of 
Christianity and colonialism had already begun a scattering of notions of honour 
along with a general disruption of ways of living and ways of being within a 
worldview.   
 
Military honour codes struggled to exist as European armies introduced new practices 
of combat for which old honour notions had no adaptive counter strike (Ilife, 2005: 7).  
Dislocated from its context, warrior honour found expression in death, yet this “self-
destructive potential” (Ilife, 2005: 190) was wielded by inexperienced warriors whose 
deaths destroyed the hope of their people and thus their ability to resist domination.  
Thus, in spite of the determination of African warriors the military success of colonial 
powers was inevitable and socio-cultural change a natural effect.  Often, however, 
since colonial administrators preferred to use existing leadership structures and 
cultural practices as far as possible, change was at times, sporadic and slow.  The 
emerging societies were thus contrary combinations of cultural components exhibiting 
processes of assimilation here and there as cultures adapted to the sudden demands 
imposed.  As Ilife maintains, however, “because the taming of African honour was 
incomplete, elements also survived to find expression in nationalism and armed 
liberation movements, in postcolonial politics and responses to AIDS” (Ilife, 2005: 7). 
 
Africans began to use the new systems of legal practice to address issues of insult 
towards reputation in magistrates’ courts (Ilife, 2005: 155).  According to records of 
primarily Eastern Cape courts, it was householder honour that was defended in the 
majority of the 236 cases addressed while heroic honour was not represented at all 
(Ilife, 2005: 156-157).  Complaints centred on property, assaults against persons and 
issues of sexual morality.  The household identity relied on reputation of householders 
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and harm to character had implications for the loss of trust in a community and in 
external relationships such as those with white employers.  Damage to one household 
member’s reputation and respectability could be inherited by later members, 
particularly if the accusation included the label of witchcraft.  Accusations of 
promiscuity for women had damaging effects on householder honour due to the high 
importance placed on lobola which would be reduced if a woman had lost her 
virginity (Ilife, 2005: 159-160, 203).  The loss of lobola and other symptoms of the 
loss of rank perpetuated by whites convinced of their superiority, engendered a 
pursuit of honour as a refuge for cultures surviving amidst the destruction of old ways 
and identities.   
 
Wage labour disrupted the practice of entering service under reciprocal relations 
embedded in patronage and the equal status relationships between community 
members.  Confronted with this, Africans preferred to migrate in order to work for 
strangers and preserve their honour (Ilife, 2005: 221-222).  Migration itself brought 
changes in relationships between elders and the young; those who commonly 
migrated - elder control was weakened as the young accumulated and distributed 
wealth.    Honour became associated with preservation of cultural identities and 
cultures sought to consolidate the power of identity under nationhood.  Leaders 
distinguished for their control, strength and unifying power were heralded as nation-
builders.  Warrior-kings such as Shaka of the Zulu were praised for their heroic rather 
than their despotic qualities (Ilife, 2005: 223-224).  In religion, too, heroes preserved 
traditional values and sanctified the struggle against acculturation to the point of 
sacrificing their lives (Ilife, 2005: 224).  Christianity in amalgamation with traditional 
beliefs and practices strengthened patriarchy and gerontocracy and churches such as 
Shembe’s Nazarite Church “celebrated the heroes and martyrs … of (African) 
history” (Ilife, 2005: 225-226). 
 
Notions of honour were dispersed into areas which broadly fall under “the regimental 
ethos of colonial armies, Christian respectability and, working-class masculinity” 
(Ilife, 2005: 227) under the umbrella of colonial dominance.  Acting within colonial 
structures, Africans negotiated the terms of their honour by responding to better 
material conditions of existence than were offered to them in their rural homes.  The 
avenues open to them included the attainment of status through education and migrant 
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labour (Ilife, 2005: 230).  The three areas under which African honour was nourished 
were, in a sense, used by the colonials to “tame African ideas of honour” (Ilife, 2005: 
246) into a value more malleable to European frameworks and objectives.  Honour 
became associated with appearances and the correct behaviour attributed to gender, as 
former practices entrenched in the display of the warrior and household honour were 
adapted to western notions and practices (Ilife, 2005: 247). 
 
Gaining some control over one’s life was thus strategically constituted within the 
inescapable demands imposed by western domination. “One’s occupation (became) 
one’s honour” (Ilife, 2005: 248) and was often tied to the land - through farming it 
and through inherited memory of ownership and identity or through ties of reciprocity 
as urban wage earners and migrants maintained links with rural kin.  Land thus 
symbolised life through sustenance of both the body and of memory - of culture. 
 
3.7 Migrant honour 
 
Warrior honour continued to be contested, re-shaped and asserted within the fluid 
circumstances in which African workers found themselves.  History has recorded the 
influx of migrant workers into South Africa with the discovery of gold and precious 
stones and much detail has been given of the conscription of Africans into wage 
labour and into the dark dangers of the mines.  Ilife (2005: 284), however, gives a 
broader view, attributing to African communities an agency in the process of 
incorporation into the wage and migrant system, based on the warrior code.   
 
At the behest of African leaders, migrants saw in the Kimberley Diamond fields of 
South Africa opportunities to prove their manhood by participating in the economy in 
order to attain wealth and weapons and to maintain the honour of the household.  
Economic reasons; then, as now; remained the driving force behind migration and 
thus migrants were not heroes because, to their communities, “The men who go away 
are not considered brave but poor” (Hunter, 1961 quoted in Ilife, 2005: 285).  The 
experience, however, was considered for some as an integral part of initiation into 
manhood and the journey of newly initiated Lesotho men was prefaced by gifts of 
“gumboots and other equipment needed in the mines” (Ilife, 2005: 285).  Migrants 
who mined underground had to be prepared to hew their manhood “’out of rocks’” 
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(Ilife, 2005: 287), facing the possibility of death daily and braving the earth’s 
“seismic movements … (the) monster that moves from shaft to shaft causing 
accidents” (Ilife, 2005: 289).  Migrant miners were initiated into the intricacies of 
mine life, relying on reciprocal arrangements amongst ‘homeboys’, patron-client 
relationships with mining elites, both black and white, and a shared general identity 
based on surviving occupational hardships and those experienced within a racially 
stratified society (Ilife, 2005: 290). 
 
Fighting for their lives on a day to day basis produced the endurance and determined 
magnitude of the heroic in migrant miners, who like their urban and rural fellowmen 
suffered under the injustice of racial discrimination as well as the generally unfair 
conditions of a subordinate caste.  The dignity of the warrior tradition was forced into 
new avenues which became fertile ground for the organisation of aggrieved Africans 
into fighters for “racial and national assertion” (Ilife, 2005: 306).  The dangerous 
conditions faced by any migrant transcended race and this brought a measure of 
equality between races which was at odds with social and political conditions above 
ground.  While long in coming, collective defiance emerged out of supportive social 
institutions based on reciprocal connections in the miners’ villages and eventually 
developed into legally-based trade unions (Ilife, 2005: 292).   
 
In South Africa, the trade union representatives of miners literally living on an edge 
between survival and death would naturally replicate their leadership structures, 
courage and opportunism which at times resulted in “corruption, sporadic militancy 
and institutional fragility” (Ilife, 2005: 292).  Defiance was expressed through 
“dancing, marching, and praise-singing” (Ilife, 2005: 293).  These displays of warrior 
heroism were encouraged by leaders of organised resistance yet efforts were at times 
marred by leaders’ personal ambitions for power acquisition.  As resistance matured, 
collectives preferred to maintain defiance based on group responsibility and shared 
notions of honour (Ilife, 2005: 293).  The fight against racial discrimination, the right 
to identity and the fight for humanity aptly corresponded with the values and virtues 
associated with honour.  The emblems of honour were lent and appropriated to the 
movements toward liberation. 
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Leaders such as the Gold Coast’s Kwame Nkrumah sort to redress the racial insults 
they and their people had endured in the past, re-asserting pride in identity by 
recalling a heroic history which had roots in ancient pre-colonial kingdoms (Ilife, 
2005: 307).  “To appropriate the heroic tradition, a leader had to display defiance.  He 
dared to do and say what others feared to express” (Ilife, 2005: 308).  In so doing, 
leaders faced confinement and harassment at the hands of colonial powers yet “a 
prison graduate gained prestige”.   In conditions which amplified the need for 
heroism, impassioned speeches stirred the hearts of the people calling them to “‘Die 
in gaols and be hanged for the sake of Africa (because) … This is the time of heroes.  
We appeal to you our heroes’” (Ilife, 2005: 309).   
 
Death was not the prerogative of all, however.  The heroism of the householder 
demanded not death but endurance - the steady sacrifice of the laymen who held on to 
a precarious existence on the land.  It was their support which later buttressed the 
power of the political parties in the new African states that emerged.  In South Africa, 
appeals to both householder and warrior heroism were utilised by Gatsha Buthelezi of 
the Inkatha Freedom Party (IFP) to gain the support of the Zulu people.  To female 
supporters he promoted development while to males, he emphasised their traditional 
roles.  By encouraging supporters “to carry ‘cultural weapons’” (Ilife, 2005: 313) to 
maintain dignity in the face of enforced disarmament, he mobilised the warrior in the 
struggle against apartheid and the violent contest for power between the IFP and the 
African National Congress (ANC). 
 
Weapons of culture had persisted throughout the trials of change and acculturation, 
sustaining and sustained by African peoples in a variety of often conflicting contexts, 
both national and global.  For example, while survival within the structures imposed 
by work within a colonial super-structure could demoralise honour, to remain 
unemployed indefinitely was worse (Ilife, 2005: 295).  The 20th century global 
economic hardships such as the Great Depression forced many out of work.  African 
community values emphasised the importance of providing for a ‘brother’, however, 
and some were able to claim on this responsibility from neighbours and tribesmen.  
This duty of reciprocity is related to the continuation of the collective and of humanity 
- a man does not have the freedom to let his brother go without food and shelter when 
he has enough of both to share (Ilife, 2005: 294).  Being free is to be interdependent 
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so that all can benefit and today these values are still expressed in common forms of 
communication.  For example, African art according to Molette (1985: 460) still 
emphasises the connection between ties of reciprocity and human regeneration - both 
of which contribute to the respectability of both the household and the warrior. 
 
Unfortunately, hero notions of respectability which had accompanied the growth of 
national parties and ideals were sometimes subordinated to the ambitions of 
opportunity and greed, such that Nigerian politics, for example, included the 
allocation of funds to pay “Thugs - 12 to a Division” (Rankine to S of S, 15 January 
1959 CO 554/2127/101; Vile to Yeldham, minute, 17 May 1950, CO 537/5808 
quoted in Ilife, 2005: 311).  Critics accused politicians of “dangling false paradises 
before the trusting masses, and (the) stirring up of stupid and illegal hatred in the 
masses” (Yakabu, 1951; Danquah, 1951 quoted in Ilife, 2005: 311-312).  In other 
countries, colonial contexts made opposition by cultural leaders difficult, and they 
endured subjugation and even ran counter to national indigenous interests (Ilife, 2005: 
319).  Violence as a tactic to win independence was reluctantly employed by some 
movements and yet wars were also seen to serve as “rites of passage … to turn boys 
into men and men into professional soldiers” (Ilife, 2005: 323).  The Rhodesian war 
and South Africa’s decades of institutionalised violence were driven mostly by the 
young, yet heroic notions were often still predominant, in disciplined warfare and in 
respect for the elders and national heroes.  Revolt in the townships of South Africa, 
however, became the province of all, such that the dividing line between hero and 
‘tsotsi’ grew thin as gangs began incorporating politically aware students.  The 
youthful hero who contended with the ideals of patriarchy was widespread in Africa 
and violence often became indiscriminate as the interests of nationalism clashed with 
traditional leadership. 
 
With the victories of independence, heroic honour and its symbols again expressed a 
satisfaction in a hard-won identity which was articulated in  
 
excessive concern with appearances, unrestrained competition for personal 
supremacy, inflated importance of individuals as against institutions, display of 
wealth and power, refusal to compromise or accept defeat, intolerance of criticism, 
and willingness to employ violence (Ilife, 2005: 328). 
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A nation’s honour lay in the dignity and self-respect of its leader making it necessary 
to forbear from perceived criticism of either.  During the famine of the 1970s in 
Ethiopia, for example, dignitaries refused to allow the disaster the usual dramatic 
reportage in the global newsrooms (Ilife, 2005: 329).  To allow this would illustrate 
the nation’s inability to assist its people instead of the positive steps made since 
independence and its leaders would be shamed before the international community.  
Collective prestige was also maintained through celebrations on days set aside and in 
memorials to commemorate the heroes of liberation and form a national identity.  
National identity, however, was and still is a contested concept for states containing 
fragments of tribes and cultures caught up in the amalgamation of land boundaries 
during the colonial administrations.  Xenophobic-based violence in Kinshasa during 
the late 1990s was exacted on the Tutsi population, for example, by opposing tribal 
groups (Ilife, 2005: 331).   
 
The notion of hero, too, figured in some cases as a prop to nationalism in nations of 
forgotten heroes whose actions no longer fit national ideologies or who battled 
unemployment, as in the case of Zimbabwe’s freedom fighters during the 1980s (Ilife, 
2005: 331).  In their struggle to maintain economically, culturally and socially 
fractured states, hero-leaders supported by the warrior-hero of independence armies, 
employed authoritarian and even totalitarian tactics to subdue opposition.  Support 
from the rural population and the maintenance of heroic prestige and honour 
demanded “The accumulation, display and distribution of wealth” (Ilife, 2005: 333).  
Leader’s access to excessive amounts of aid donated or lent by the international 
community contributed to issues of corruption in cultures traditionally reliant on 
systems of patronage and general reciprocity and who were facing widespread 
poverty.  Coupled with complex politics, corruption became endemic when “party 
competition demanded funds that politicians could acquire only by misusing office” 
(Ilife, 2005: 339-341) as occurred in Nigeria.  
 
The extremes of display and corruption which marked an undercurrent of violence can 
be seen in the leadership of “cold manipulators like Mobutu of the Congo and 
Mugabe of Zimbabwe” (Ilife, 2005: 334).  Those, however, who promoted the more 
unassuming characteristics of household honour - known in Swahili as “Heshima … 
honour (and) the behaviour appropriate to it” (Ilife, 2005: 33) included Tanzanian 
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leader Julius Nyerere.  Nyerere was committed to “the honour of Africa” (Ilife, 2005: 
336) as he tried to rally African leaders to take a strong stand against the white 
Rhodesian government’s Unilateral Declaration of Independence (UDI) from Britain.  
In order to preserve honour principles and Africa’s reputation African leaders should 
be prepared to break ties with Britain should this country prevaricate over addressing 
the situation in Rhodesia. 
 
The appropriate behaviour of household honour could, however, be in conflict with 
the new strains of warrior honour which were evolving in the armies who were allied 
to and often inseparable from emerging African governing systems.  Soldiers 
developed codes reflecting their own concepts of honour which were meant to 
distinguish them from mere politicians, and if deemed necessary depose them.  Their 
honour was defended at the expense of the country’s leadership as retaliation to insult 
or even simply to satisfy the personal ambition and greed of mutinous soldiers (Ilife, 
2005: 345-346). The defence of honour was not only the prerogative of the powerful 
but occurred also on a personal level in post-colonial societies.  Subtle criticism of 
governing bodies evoked defiance or silent endurance prevailed in authoritarian states 
as people struggled to maintain their dignity.    
 
Rural and urban definitions of identity allowed heroism which at times defied or 
sustained leadership. The “duty of revenge” (Ilife, 2005: 352) in the assertion of 
honour compelled different tribes to wage war on governments.  Rebellions and civil 
wars were fuelled at times by those seeking to avenge the death of relatives because 
“if someone kills your brother, it is a shame if you take no action” (Ilife, 2005: 352).  
This sentiment caused the deaths of many Hutus in Rwanda because they would not 
take part in the violence which erupted against Tutsis in 1994.  The defence of land 
was essential to the honour of the household since land rights symbolised freedom 
and was inseparable from identity (Ilife, 2005: 354).  The land betokened belonging 
and it is not surprising that politicians engaged in patron-client patronage of their rural 
homes.  The importance of land was such that the ability to hold it and guard it 
attracted honour - necessitating the payment of large sums for land and the sacrifice of 
other material needs in its upkeep.  Holding land implied the honourable ability to 
provide for relatives and maintain a household. 
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The colonial era had parcelled up land and siphoned it off to the whites and even post 
independence in countries like Zimbabwe and South Africa, the white minority owned 
the majority of the land.  The land became a focal point of resistance for the 
Rhodesian war, the ‘Second Chimurenga’ - or fight for freedom of black 
Zimbabweans.  Honour tied up in identity and situated within the earth that sustains 
was appropriated and also subverted in the often brutal quest to win the independence 
of these nations.  The revolutionary armies of many African states sought to free a 
long-suppressed hero-masculinity in their fight for land and freedom.  Soldiers 
believed that the spoils of war were their right in the destruction of unjust systems of 
racial discrimination, yet an unbridled violence often accompanied their actions.  The 
concept of the hero has been redefined in specific historic contexts.  In South Africa, 
for example, “heroic notions of masculinity (have) been perpetuated by urban 
experience and opposition to apartheid” (Ilife, 2005: 362).   How the concept of hero 
has been taken, possessed and shaped by cultural and politico-historical milieus in 
Zimbabwe will be explored in Chapter Four.  According to Molette (1985: 457) “A 
hero makes a decision to overcome an obstacle in an effort to control his or her 
destiny and to survive”.  The background to how this hero makes this decision and 
what he or she does in the application of heroic values has implications for the 
understanding of human experience especially in transient contexts.  The 
Zimbabwean migrant carries with him a cultural and historically situated hero on his 
journeys.  The threads of heroic values and the expectations of cultural and personal 
heroism perhaps tie him into contesting “webs of significance” (Geertz, 1975: 5). 
 
3.8 Conclusion 
 
The hero myth acts as a metaphor, assisting people to adapt to life in an interactive 
process mediated by the cultural values transferred in myth.  In this sense, myth acts 
as an adaptive strategy, providing people with ways of translating their contexts and 
ways of interacting with them.   The hero myth teaches about concepts such as honour 
and endurance in the pursuit of life and survival.  In the complex contexts that 
migrants face, it is necessary for them to engage in complex translation processes of 
their situations.  Hero myths and the heroes we emulate subconsciously or 
consciously can act upon our translations.  The African hero from the pre-colonial 
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past to the post-colonial present has lessons to impart, the contemplation of which 
provides important background to an understanding of Africa and Africans.  The 
migrant as African emerges from honourable and fierce heroes whose legacy endures 
up to the present.  The next chapter focuses on the formation of notions of hero in the 
Zimbabwean context and explores the appropriation of the national hero as 
descendant of the cultural heroes. 
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Chapter 4: The Hero in Zimbabwe 
 
The prince, calm, innocent and sad with love, said: ‘If I am to be future king I want to 
know what good and what evils we have done as a people.’  There was a deep silence 
among the elders.  Then they began to murmur in great perplexity.  … They argued 
among themselves about what were evils and what were good. … mention (was made) of 
tortures, floggings, murders, wars, rapes … Some elders said they were not evils but 
necessities, matters of justified war, acts of defence needed to protect the kingdom. … ‘We 
as a people have only done good.  ...  The bad things it appears we have done were for 
good reasons.  … as a future king your hands and the hands of your ancestors are clean’ 
(Okri, 2007: 18-19). 
 
4.1 Introduction 
 
Zimbabwe, like all other nations and African nations in particular, has a unique 
history and complex social structure.  This social structure has formed in the midst of 
contested ‘spaces’ and ‘places’ as different racial, ethnic and class groups collided 
and differentiated one from another. The movement of peoples in and out of 
Zimbabwe has spanned centuries involving assimilation, acculturation and conflict.   
The comprehensive changes brought about by colonialism stimulated an emerging 
nationalism amongst the subjugated African majority and the redrawing of inclusive 
and exclusive histories.  Cultural and national identities interacting with global 
economic and political factors shaped the lives of Zimbabweans in unique ways and 
may continue to be expressed in the current lives of Zimbabwean migrants.  The 
construction of a historical, cultural or national identity is complex.  According to 
Walter Benjamin (1968: 256), it is from the standpoint of the ‘victor’ that “empathies 
of traditional historicism” are shaped.  The householder/ warrior hero of African 
histories is thus forever situated within a liberationist ideology - according to the 
‘victor’ of African nations.  The consolidation of the hero within a liberation history 
will be explored as well as the perpetuation of the memory of heroes in order to 
illuminate some of the ways in which strands of such identities can interact with 
human thinking and action. 
 
4.2 Zimbabwe - Tribes, kingdoms, comings and goings 
 
Traditionally, land was seen as a community resource, identified through kinship 
succession patterns and essentially managed as a heritage by Chiefs who “allocated 
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land in the best interests of their people” (McCullum, 2006).  Decisions regarding 
land use and economic strategies were ideally discussed and commented upon and 
Chiefs submitted to the advice of the elders.  Such value systems and practices did not 
exist in isolation, however, and the area now known as Zimbabwe was peopled 
variously by different groups who raided and fought one another intermittently.   
 
European pioneers were lured into the African interior by the promise of mineral 
wealth and ultimately given land rights to the land of the Ndebele through the 
manoeuvring of Cecil John Rhodes (McCullum, 2006).  Within a very few years 
African resistance to the appropriation of their land to colonial commercial interests 
erupted into “a clash of civilizations” (McCullum, 2006) beginning in 1893 and 
continuing in 1896-1897 between the Ndebele and the Ndebele and Shona against the 
colonists.  The First Chimurenga came to an end with the execution of the main 
instigators of the ‘Matabele Rebellion’ and white dominion was established for the 
next 70 years.  The African population was restricted to special reserves of land 
disproportionate to their numbers and of poor farming quality.  Blacks were 
successively dispossessed of the best land as waves of white immigrants arrived after 
World War 2 and British ex-combatants were awarded farms.   
 
The land mass we now know as Zimbabwe has been shaped and contained by borders 
both physical and conceptual.  This ‘shaping’ is rooted in two main contexts involving 
the pre-colonial peoples who alternately populated the area and the colonial powers.  
Possession of and identification with the land by people in these two contexts was on 
the one hand fluid and on the other hand statically defined.  In both senses, however, 
the possession and identification was strong; bound up in ideologies and socio-
cultural relationships.   
 
It is, however, difficult to examine the identification of pre-colonial peoples with the 
land in which they lived.  The road to nationalism has popularised a history 
interpreted and reinterpreted to emphasise an identity grounded in the independence 
movement and associated ideals.  The struggle for independence was the struggle for 
human rights, “self determination and self-knowledge” (Mazarire, 2009: 1).  The pre-
colonial history of Zimbabwe, however contested, is important in its shaping of the 
struggle for independence, the development of nationalism and the role of the hero in 
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social, political and cultural milieus.  In his essay regarding Zimbabwe’s beginnings, 
Mazarire (2009: 2) points out that the peoples and kingdoms that existed before 
colonisation, inhabited a physical area which incorporated parts of South Africa, 
Mozambique and Zambia.  “Within that zone, there was a constant movement of 
people, goods, ideas, and a multitude of different self-identifications”.  Mazarire thus 
warns that categorising people simply into ethnic groups is an oversimplification 
which ignores the common characteristics of these peoples.   
 
Previous descriptions of Zimbabwean pre-colonial history attempted to map it in a 
linear fashion.  It is best, however, to develop a picture of a series of, at times, 
assimilative kingdoms and societies which engaged in a fluid journey in which such 
societies collapsed, fragmented and regenerated elsewhere (Mazarire, 2009: 6).  
Zimbabweans lived and moved within different terrains with which they interacted, 
resulting in subtle variations in their lifestyles and cultures.   Like elsewhere in Africa, 
Zimbabwe was populated by hunter-gatherers from about 100 000 years ago until they 
were displaced by iron-age Bantu moving southward (Mlambo, 2010: 53).  Gradually 
with cattle domestication, the ‘Leopard Kopje’ culture emerged in the south-west, 
reaching its height in 1100 at Mapungubwe as agriculture and trading in gold and 
ivory with a wide variety of foreign traders increased wealth in the area.  These 
peoples are said to be the ancestors with whom the Shona clearly identify (Mazarire, 
2009: 3).  Due, however, to the complex breaking up and revivals of the societies in 
Zimbabwe, it is more accurate to broadly conceptualise the ancestry of the Shona as 
comprising many branches of a family of peoples.  The very term ‘Shona’ has 
changed in meaning and usage, being initially a term given by outsiders and now 
identifying the main, politically powerful ethnic group. 
 
After two hundred years or so, the famed Great Zimbabwe culture, associated with the 
complex situated close to present day Masvingo, is believed to have become the new 
political centre as Mapungubwe declined.  This kingdom too, lasted approximately 
two hundred years before it disintegrated and groups of its survivors migrated to the 
north-west and  south-west to found the Munhumutapa Kingdom and the Torwa state 
at Khami respectively (Mlambo, 2010: 54).  The Great Zimbabwe culture was spread 
over a wide area, its peoples building several ‘zimbabwes’ or stone walls, interacting 
with other cultures, adapting to them and developing linguistic variations which both 
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distinguished them and illustrated their relationship (Mazarire, 2009: 2, 4).  Religious 
beliefs centred on spirits which identified the peoples with the land and engendered 
the building of shrines of worship.  The beliefs and the associated spirit-worship of 
current inhabitants of the Zimbabwean-Zambian bordering areas are believed to have 
derived from their ancestors who were part of the dispersal after the decline of Great 
Zimbabwe (Mazarire, 2009: 11).  Importantly, the “basangu, or the royal spirits, are 
associated with the activities of the past kings, conquerors and traders of the valley 
Tonga” (Mazarire, 2009: 11), illustrating the significant link between oral histories of 
heroes and the worship of spirits.    
 
Much has yet to be understood and discovered about the pre-colonial history of 
Zimbabwe, but the societies and kingdoms were areas of vital cultural engagement 
and transformation.  Cultural change and innovation included the introduction of 
patron-client relationships by the vaNyai one of the offshoots in the family of Shona 
or ancestors who dispersed onto the plateau, or highlands (Mazarire, 2009: 11-13).  
Such relationships occurred between the young men who entered the service of elder 
men in return for wives.  Service may include anything from undertaking ordinary 
chores to guarding and fighting for the elders’ possessions and lands.  This contract 
came to be known as ‘vanyai’ and slowly became a defensive necessity and a socially 
adaptive practice, possibly leading to the establishment of a people, the vaNyai, the 
progenitors of the Mutapa Dynasty (Mazarire, 2009: 14). 
 
The Mutapa Dynasty gradually consolidated power, spreading the practices of vanyai 
and established capitals and branches of dynasties dispersed roughly to the four 
corners of Zimbabwe (Mazarire, 2009: 15).  From Munhumutapa or the Mutapa State, 
a burgeoning gold trade was established to extend to the Indian Ocean by 1500, only 
to face opposition from the Portuguese which finally contributed to this kingdom’s 
collapse (Mlambo, 2010: 54).  The great Mutapa state became a puppet of the 
Portuguese, who settled on the land and subjugated the people until an uprising led by 
Kamharapasu Mukombwe, who succeeded to the Mutapa in 1663 (Mazarire, 2009: 
118).  He united other Mutapa leaders against the Portuguese and a cultural revival 
ensued.  The nyai practices were reformed by a sub-group of the nyai under the 
leadership of Changamire Dombo, who ultimately became the progenitor of the 
Changamire dynasty.  In the late 17th century, the Rozvi Changamire state became the 
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new political power, uniting former Mutapa groups and developing a fairly open class 
system in which a new elite group dominated the nyai general population (Mazarire, 
2009: 19-20).   The society became founded on a tiered class system but faltered when 
change challenged patrimonial hegemony and when factions developed between the 
Rozvi houses.  The state was finally overwhelmed in the 1800s by waves of Nguni 
peoples fleeing the disruptions in the South, caused by the Mfecane (Mlambo, 2010: 
54 and Mazarire, 2009: 22).  These waves devastated established kingdoms in present 
day Zimbabwe, Mozambique and some migrated as far as Lake Tanganyika.   
 
The last Nguni group, a branch of the Zulu kingdom in South Africa apparently fled 
Chaka’s despotic rule and the Boer’s encroachment in the Transvaal (Mlambo, 2010: 
54). Well armed with guns and sophisticated war techniques, they finally overran 
what remained of the south-western Rozvi, absorbing them into the kingdom of the 
Matabele, ruled by Mzilikazi, which remained dominant from the 1850s until the 
colonial conquest (Woodson, 1969: 156-157 and Mazarire, 2009: 25).  The complex 
politics inherited from the Rozvi were adapted by various surviving Rozvi groups and 
included methods of diplomacy and the use of associations under cunning leadership 
in combination with “celestial powers … (and) superiority in numbers (Mazarire, 
2009: 25, 27).  This was necessary as the inhabitants of Zimbabwe were under threat 
from others besides the Nguni, including many subsidiary related peoples. The 
Ndebele, however, who settled under Mzilikazi, came in the wake of several violent 
Nguni migrations and found the disorganised Rozvi easy to incorporate into their new 
state.  Both cultural assimilation and acculturation followed as the militarised Ndebele 
shaped the Rozvi into a class of the Nyai, making them subordinate to the almost 
caste-like ethnic-based Matabele state (Mazarire, 2009: 31-32).  Conflict continued to 
break out between Ndebele impis and the Shona, including the use of sporadic raiding 
by the Ndebele.  
 
In the late 1800s, imperialism marched its way into Zimbabwe from the south, in the 
form of the Pioneer Column, a group of white adventurers in search of rights to large 
gold deposits envisioned by Cecil John Rhodes and his British South Africa Company 
(BSAC) (Mlambo, 2010: 55).  Missionaries and explorers had, for many years, paved 
the way for contact between the indigenous inhabitants and the colonist-minded 
whites.  While Mzilikazi had lived, however, his leadership and the warriors under his 
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command had managed to keep colonists at bay (Woodson, 1969: 159).  The partition 
of Africa was underway, nevertheless, since the 1885 agreement formulated in Berlin, 
and unstoppable colonial imperatives backed by the military strength of the homeland 
soon overcame indigenous resistance (Woodson, 1969: 160).   
 
King Lobengula, son of Mzilikazi of the Matabele was soon pressured from various 
quarters as the Boers and the British sought to gain land and mining rights through 
concessions and treaties (Woodson, 1969:162).  Alternately courted, protected and 
threatened by the British, Lobengula played the political game trying to manoeuvre 
the situation to the advantage of his kingdom (Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2009: 41).  Rhodes, 
however, through the collaboration of missionaries trusted by Lobengula; Reverends 
Moffat and Helm, obtained mining rights to the land for the colonials (Woodson, 
1969: 163 and Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2009: 39).  The controversial Rudd Concession as 
the agreement was known was signed in 1888 by Lobengula and the two missionaries 
(Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2009: 45).   It had initially been presented to Lobengula as a 
document which would gain him British protection in return for his allowing the 
colonists one small area in which to mine.  The document, however, did not contain 
such promises and in reality gave the colonists access to the entire land. 
 
This deception allowed Rhodes the foothold he needed.  With the military technology 
of the British army, he was able to protect their colonial interests as Lobengula 
gathered his forces to defend his kingdom after a supposed invasion of Lobengula’s 
warriors into Fort Victoria precipitated a colonial retaliation (Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2009: 
48-49).  In November 1893, the British inflicted terrible losses on the Matabele and 
they “died like heroes in the last great stand of the African for his native land” 
(Woodson, 1969: 166).  Lobengula destroyed his capital at Bulawayo and fled into the 
surrounding countryside and into legend. 
 
In 1890 the colonists had erected a flag at Fort Salisbury in Mashonaland as a mark of 
their permanent residence, unbeknown to the Shona inhabitants who viewed them as 
simply another wave of traders (Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2009: 47).  From here they 
advanced on Matabeleland when the colony’s gold deposits failed to measure up to 
expectation, and instead exploited the land for its agricultural value.  This and the 
development of the Union of South Africa in 1910 drew a flood of white, mostly 
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English-speaking South African immigrants into the new colony (Mlambo, 2010: 55).  
The influx of between 11,000 and 23,000 immigrants between 1901 and 1911 was the 
most sudden in the history of Southern Rhodesia and Rhodesia, only superseded in 
numbers by the post-World War 2 influx.  After World War 2, the Rhodesian 
government presented British ex-soldiers with land and attractive settlement 
opportunities, displacing more than 100,000 of the black population in the process 
(Mlambo, 2010: 55).  This undoubtedly contributed to a growing “militant African 
nationalism, (which) led to a decline in white immigration” in the context of the 
economic downturn in the area during the late 1950s (Mlambo, 2009: 75). 
The next 30 years were marked by the liberation struggles of southern African 
countries and major migrations of white and black peoples escaping conflicts and the 
threat of political persecution.    
 
4.3 Liberation Narrative 
 
The colonisation and ultimate subjugation of the African peoples in the new colony of 
Southern Rhodesia was not effected as smoothly as other dubious dealings in which 
Rhodes was involved.  The uprising of the Ndebele (the Matabeleland ‘Rebellion’) 
was swiftly crushed in 1893 by the British yet the Ndebele and the Shona managed to 
rise up in a general revolt against colonial dominance in 1896-97 (Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 
2009: 48-49).  Different perspectives exist regarding both the extent of Ndebele-
Shona collaboration and the importance of spirit mediums in this movement.  During 
the 1960s, Terence Ranger wrote an important work in 1967, in which he put forward 
his thesis which transformed the uprising of 1896-97 into “the basis of mass 
nationalism and future imaginings of an independent Zimbabwe” (Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 
2009: 49).  Ranger maintained that the movement was a collaborative effort between 
Shona and Ndebele political leaders and influential religious figures who acted as 
agents of the uprising. Ranger (1967 in Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2009: 50) believed that  
 
The continuities between the risings of 1896 and the protest movements of the early 
1960s were to be found mostly in the recurrent manifestations of mass emotion and 
enthusiasm, which did not take the form of armed confrontation but which deployed 
those idioms which had been crucial to the commitment of the fighters of 1896. 
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Ranger (in Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2009: 50-51), illustrates the fact that Ndebele-Shona 
relations were more accommodating than colonists had portrayed and describes the 
events and circumstances leading up to the revolt.  He maintained that unity between 
the formerly opposing ethnic groups was initiated and maintained by key religious 
figures “Mkwati of the Mwari cult and Kaguvi of the Shona mhondoro religious 
system” (Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2009: 51).   The revolt was later named the First 
Chimurenga, in honour of Murenga (or Mulenga), a spirit medium who supplied 
medicine which promised the soldiers magical immunity from colonial ammunition.  
Another notable spirit medium was Mbuya Nehanda who fomented the rising in the 
Mazowe area of Mashonaland and was martyred by the colonials after the uprising 
(Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2009: 52).  She is credited with promising, at her execution, to one 
day rise from the dead to defend her people and her land from colonialism.  Such 
deeds earned her the status of hero and gave her people hope as they prepared to 
endure the consolidation of colonial rule. 
 
In the 1970s, Ranger’s assumptions were subjected to criticism by two main 
historians; Julian Cobbing and David Beach.  Cobbing (1977 in Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 
2009: 53) emphasised the role of the local chiefs in motivating the people to rise up in 
areas where the as yet restricted power of colonial influence had not spread (Ndlovu-
Gatsheni, 2009: 54).  He also questions the supposed unity of the Ndebele and Shona, 
maintaining that Ndebele social structure still functioned despite the loss of 
Lobengula, making it unlikely that they would collaborate with the Shona spirit 
mediums who they perceived as lower-class.  There were still lesser chiefs and 
possible successors to Lobengula’s position.  In Cobbing’s view, the Shona rose up 
separately, since the scenes of their action were in Mashonaland, far from the 
Ndebele.  The Shona simply shared grievances with the Ndebele and the exodus of 
white soldiers to fight in Matabeleland coupled with the Shona’s access to weaponry 
acquired from the Portuguese made an uprising attractive (Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2009: 
55).  Cobbing agrees with Beach that the uprisings were fairly uncoordinated and 
lacked planning.  Beach (1979 in Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2009: 56) goes so far as to 
maintain that the uprising was so uncoordinated that it simply “spread … with a ripple 
effect from area to area” and was actually a series of “zimurenga (plural) rather than 
chimurenga”.  Beach cites a number of critical events which combined to produce and 
 91
aggravate many instances of Shona-colonist confrontations, culminating in spreading 
localised violence.  
 
These views allow for a more complex picture of the uprising and the recognition of 
the contradictory actions of both Ndebele and Shona individuals who attempted to 
appease and cooperate with colonial forces.  The work of Beach (1979 in Ndlovu-
Gatsheni, 2009: 55-57) and Cobbing (1977 in Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2009: 53-55) also 
promotes the view that the religious figures of the uprising played merely minor 
supportive roles or were even political pawns of the chiefs (Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2009: 
57).  Whether the role of the religious specialists was dominant or not in the First 
Chimurenga, however, is of less importance than the impact of the nationalists’ 
appropriation of Ranger’s “respectable foundation myth … (founded on) the 
necessary heroes and heroines … unearth(ed) … for the imagination of the nation” 
(Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2009: 53). 
 
4.4 Land and identity  
 
After the 1893 war between Ndebele and the British, the British government 
authorised a Land Commission to begin seizing their land, gradually pushing the 
Ndebele into reserves set aside as early as 1894 (Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2009: 65-66).  The 
Ndebele were confined to 1 million hectares of the less arable land by 1894, a fraction 
of the 21 million hectares they had formerly inhabited and “The seeds for future land 
struggles were sown”.  Ever-tightening restrictions on African movement and access 
to land followed culminating in the Land Apportionment Act which institutionalised 
segregation between Europeans and ‘natives’ in 1931.  The Act also clearly 
categorised the ownership and use of land according to contractual rights - which 
were severely restricted or non-existent in the case of Africans living on reserves 
(Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2009: 67).  Laws which favoured European agricultural production 
also maintained their hegemony and African communities and individuals engaged in 
multiple ways of surviving, from assimilation to subtle forms of resistance (Ndlovu-
Gatsheni, 2009: 68-69).   
 
4.5 Protest 
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The continual movement of Africans between urban and rural areas, mines and 
homelands, created a unique setting in which to merge different complaints into 
protest.  Christian values of equality were adopted and adapted by independent 
African churches. These churches and religious beliefs incorporated a developing 
nationalism as Africans sought to reinvent and assert a/n (masculine) identity in 
slogans such as “Are We Not Also Men?” a challenge adopted by the Bantu Congress 
of Southern Rhodesia (quoted in Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2009: 73).  The path to such 
assertions and the coalescing of a common resistance to colonial dominance was 
fraught with a lack of unity between Ndebele and Shona coupled with and aggravated 
by the fragmented, confusing contexts wrought by colonialism.  In addition, colonial 
land policies and the growth in manufacturing post World War 2 had brought about 
definite differentiation between the rural class and the educated middle class 
(Mlambo, 2009: 76, 77).   
 
Soldiers fighting in the war had experienced the erosion of both racial and class 
barriers as they interacted under the threat of death, making the discrimination at 
home all the more contradictory and unbearable.  More right-wing elements in the 
Rhodesian government pressed for the realisation of their dream of self-rule and 
opposed compromise with the African elite, in conflict with more liberal views of the 
recent immigrant flow from Europe.   Britain, of course, consistently contested self-
rule and supported some African participation in governance.  Britain’s 
encouragement of the economically successful Federation of Northern and Southern 
Rhodesia and Nyasaland, however, illustrated their motivation; that equality in the 
colonies should actually serve colonial realities - in line with British interests 
(Mlambo, 2009: 89).   
 
While African opposition to the Federation remained high in all three colonies, this 
period was dominated by the attempted cooperation of the African elite with the white 
Rhodesians.  The so-called “tea-party politics of multiracialism” (Mlambo, 2009: 102) 
further distanced the workers from the elites until they realised that unless they 
conformed to white interests, they would never make progress in realising African 
governmental participation.  A series of worker strikes, the removal from office of 
whites ‘sympathetic’ to their cause and the government’s ruthless suppression of 
strikers and African political parties brought African classes into a nationalist 
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movement for change (Mlambo, 2009: 94-95, 105-107). The “route … (however,) of 
African political consciousness … took the form of ambiguous, contradictory and 
numerous struggles” (West, 2002 in Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2009: 74). 
 
So many structures and barriers with which to contend in battles to regain multiple 
losses - of land, identity and personhood - contributed to the reawakening of warrior 
ideals, which served and supported emerging nationalism all over Africa.  In 1960, 
many of the frustrated black elite finally abandoned their unfruitful attempts at 
multiracial cooperation in Southern Rhodesia.  Young members of the soon to be 
banned ANC, formerly the Southern Rhodesian African National Congress (SRANC) 
had been imprisoned under the national state of emergency in 1959 (Mlambo, 2009: 
105, 107).  This lead to the formation of the National Democratic Party (NDP) whose 
“explicit demand for majority rule under universal suffrage” drew widespread support 
from both the rural and urban population.  Militarised protests began, the NDP in its 
turn was banned and the scene was set for the emergence of the Zimbabwe African 
People’s Union (ZAPU) under a former SRANC and ANC leader Joshua Nkomo 
(Mlambo, 2009: 109).  Infighting, however, resulted in the division of the party and 
the formation of the Zimbabwe African National Union (ZANU) lead by Ndabaningi 
Sithole. 
 
Attempts by the white government to contain African nationalism included the 
preparation of a new constitution in 1961 which provided voting rights to those in the 
African population who met the standards of the ‘A’ voter’s role.  This and their 
superficial representation in parliament, pleased few in both the African and white 
population groups (Mlambo, 1009: 109, 110).  The majority of white Rhodesians, 
unprepared to sacrifice their economic and social interests, voted in the Rhodesian 
Front (RF) in 1962 which pledged to promote Rhodesian independence and the 
maintenance of colonial control.  These aims were finally realised under the 
leadership of Ian Smith, who was prepared to insist on the Unilateral Declaration of 
Independence (UDI) from Britain, realised in 1965 (Mlambo, 2009: 111).  War in 
Rhodesia was inevitable and fomented by the Anglo-Rhodesian Agreement in 1969 
which manifested a placatory mention of eventual majority rule under the guidance of 
colonial dominance (Mtisi et al., 2009: 141).  Support for the liberation cause came 
from the Soviets and Chinese and many young soldiers were trained in combat and 
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the principles of communism and socialism.  Such training would prove instrumental 
in the forming of the new state of Zimbabwe, providing the backdrop for political, 
economic and social reforms, tensions and the escalation into crisis on the eve of the 
millennium.  In the meanwhile, however, escalating unrest in both rural and urban 
areas provided arenas of leadership and support for the guerrillas who unleashed the 
first major action of the war at the end of 1972 (Mtisi et al., 2009: 142,144). 
 
The struggle towards liberation was marked by the disunity between ZAPU and 
ZANU, and their differences continued in spite of their collaboration in 1976 which 
resulted in the creation of the Patriotic Front (Mtisi et al., 2009: 147).  Such a 
collaboration only came about due to the negotiations of the Frontline States which 
had assisted in the formation of the Zimbabwe People’s Army (ZIPA) in 1975 (Mtisi 
et al., 2009: 147 and O’Brien, 2008).  ZIPA was made up of a youthful element of 
soldiers disillusioned by the infighting of ZANU and ZAPU, who sought to realign 
the struggle with the goals of desired reform in a country beleaguered by strife and 
racial inequality.  ZIPA, it had been hoped, would bring about some sense of unity.  
While membership was equally represented (for a time, at least) by both the rival 
freedom fighter factions, however, it was viewed with distrust by the seasoned 
soldiers.  The leadership of ZIPA included Rex Nhongo (later Solomon Mujuru) and a 
well trained officer of Zimbabwe National Liberation Army (ZANLA) - Wilfred 
Mhanda (also known by his chosen war name of Dzinashe Machingura).   
 
According to O’Brien (2008), under Mhanda’s skillful direction, ZIPA forces were 
trained and educated in the techniques of battle as well as an honour code which 
included treating the rural population in ways to gain their support “through 
persuasion rather than coercion”.  Gauging the level of support and the type of 
relationship between guerrillas and the rural population is, however, a subject of 
contradictory testimony.  Some describe the of villagers’ eager participation as they 
supplied food, shelter and youth as errand-runners while other narratives, including a 
spate of fiction writers, have detailed violence such as the soldiers’ use of rape and 
intimidation to access resources (Mtisi et al., 2009: 154-155).  Liberationist discourse 
has also stressed that the heroic desire to free their land and people from “the yoke of 
exploitation” (Mtisi, et al., 2009: 153) was the main motivation driving people to join 
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the freedom fighters.  Other possible motivating factors, however, include 
unemployment, the lack of provision in the urban areas and the avoidance of financial 
or social responsibilities such as unplanned parenthood (Mtisi, et al., 2009: 154). 
 
Much of the guerrillas’ credibility came from spirit mediums that, according to Lan 
(1985 in Mtisi, et al., 2009: 157) formed “a bond between the guerrillas and the land” 
by use of their powers.  The Spirit Mediums called on the spirits of Chaminuka and 
Nehanda, key historical figures in the First Chimurenga who represented “the angel of 
Wisdom and the … angel of Peace and War” (Kazembe, 2010: 55) respectively.  The 
mediums advised guerrilla tactics on the authority of the spirits, providing a potent 
spiritual dimension to the face of the war and cementing the struggle for liberation in 
the revitalisation of African identity.  Indeed, it was and still is believed that the spirit 
of Nehanda was reborn in a ‘successor’ who aided freedom fighters and had to be 
assisted to escape to Zambia as the fighting worsened (Zimbabwe: Heroes Day - 39 
Days to Go, 2009: H).  It is believed and propagated that the success of the struggle is 
due to this close association between the war effort and the spirit mediums. 
 
4.6 Negotiating Zimbabwe 
 
The RF’s lack of success at breaking the power of traditional and spiritual authority in 
the rural areas coupled with the organised and impassioned military zeal of young 
ZIPA soldiers aggravated their fears of imminent African independence.  The west 
feared the emergence of a new Marxist outpost in Africa.  In 1976 the Geneva talks 
was organized to reinstitute peace talks and bring about a peaceful and gradual 
transition to black rule in Rhodesia, while at the same time undermining the potential 
threat posed by the Marxist ZIPA forces (Mtisi et al., 2009: 148).  The experience of 
former failed negotiations which had supported the interests of the white rulers and 
bolstered their position by sewing further conflict amongst the black nationalists, 
made ZIPA wary of cooperation.  Out of necessity, however, ZIPA leaders were 
pressed to ally themselves with Mugabe who had maneuvered himself into a strong 
position in ZANU and closely identified himself and his vision with the freedom 
forces (O’Brien, 2008).   Mugabe and the other ZIPA and Nationalist leaders made up 
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a delegation which could not be more disparate yet had the common goal of ousting 
the Smith regime.  ZIPA sought to unite the delegation in this common cause but 
failed because one of its own members, Solomon Mujuru allied with Mugabe and 
military leader Tongogara.  The Geneva talks failed to establish change but Mugabe 
had managed to consolidate connections with the military, a vital collaboration which, 
once he returned home, allowed him to wrest control from ZIPA, subduing its 
leadership. 
 
 O’Brien (2008) describes Mugabe’s rise to leadership as an onset of “a personality 
cult” set in motion by loyal supporters who “’would click their heels or stamp a foot 
to attention when they went to see him’’’ (Smith, Simpson, and Davies, 1981 in 
O’Brien, 2008).  Opposition to leadership was punished with the violence 
characteristic of army camps - beatings, whippings and incarceration in cells, and on 
occasion, death (Mtisi et al., 2009: 153).  Opposition came from multiple sections of 
the class-based, gendered and ethnically divided groups.  Youthful rebellions such as 
those instituted by Thomas Nhari in 1974 were met with executions and death 
sentences for those suspected of involvement (Mtisi et al., 2009: 153).  The internal 
conflicts in the nationalist leadership, the ongoing strain of warfare for both sides and 
the civilian population took its toll on all involved.   
 
In 1979, after two years of the worst type of indiscriminate conflict - between white 
and black, faction in-fighting between the freedom fighters and a general terrorization 
of rural blacks by white mercenaries and freedom fighters, Zimbabwe was formed and 
white rule was over (O’Brien, 2008).  The Lancaster House Conference ushered in the 
new state, under certain conditions which included the stipulation that white-owned 
land should be bought at agreed upon terms by the new government (Mtisi, et al., 
2009: 165).  Such conditions were impossible due to the financial burdens the 
government carried, including the inheritance of $200 million in debt from the 
previous era.   
 
The Zimbabwe that emerged was dominated by “’authoritarian nationalism’” (Bond, 
1998 in O’Brien, 2008); the ZANU and ZAPU division of the parties having been 
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finalized before elections.  Research on Zimbabwe’s political trajectory since then 
have cited “a strong continuity with the Rhodesian state, perpetuated through the 
application of … repressive laws … (and) the coercive tactics developed during the 
liberation struggle” (Muzondidya, 2009: 176).   
 
In a continuation of the suppression of opposition which would become such a key 
aspect of Zimbabwean politics, Mugabe secured power through killing operations 
such as, for example, the Gukurahundi in which his specially trained ‘Fifth Brigade’ - 
a Shona dominated force - eliminated opposition amongst the Ndebele tribe, killing an 
estimated 20000 people, most of them civilians, between 1982-1987 (O’Brien, 2008 
and Muzondidya, 2009: 179).  This became an attempted genocide in the minds of the 
Ndebele and fueled bitter ethnic divisions.  No opposition was tolerated, even 
amongst the Shona.  The Shona of the Marxist ‘Vashandi’ (workers) of ZIPA, for 
example, who had criticized the leaders’ elitist domination, had been imprisoned, until 
Zimbabwe gained independence and they were no longer a threat (Astrow, 1983 in 
O’Brien, 2008).   About 300 had been killed during the run up to Zimbabwean 
independence.  Those formerly imprisoned returned to a homeland firmly entrenched 
under ZAPU control and were again imprisoned when they suggested a unification 
between parties.   
 
ZIPA leader, Mhanda himself had to flee overseas for a time to escape the threatening 
atmosphere (O’Brien, 2008).   The absorption of PF-ZAPU into ZANU (PF) as a 
means of ending the Gukurahundi made the possibility of ZIPA or any other 
intervention in the running of Zimbabwe impossible (Muzondidya, 2009: 179).  
Violence remained a political strategy to quell opposition in future elections through 
judicial use of governmental resources including the army, media and the intelligence 
service (Muzondidya, 2009: 177).  Support for the nationalist government remained 
steady, however, particularly during the first decade after independence since ZANU 
(PF) “skillfully articulated populist policies on land, indigenization of the economy, 
employment and workers’ rights, and initially delivered on some of its social and 
economic promises” (Muzondidya, 2009: 177). 
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4.7 The ghosts of past and present  
 
The moderate successes of the 1980s were not carried through into the 1990s, 
however, as drought and poor harvests combined with new economic policies and 
resulted in a drastic decline in economic growth (Muzondidya, 2009: 188).  The 
population increase in the rural areas had grown from 3.9 million in 1980 to 5.1 
million by 1987 due to natural increase and the return of exiles (Muzondidya, 2009: 
190).  By the early 1990s, 44% of a land-hungry population was unemployed.  It is 
during this period that land occupations escalated, driven by traditional authorities and 
war veterans in the appropriation of both private and state-owned land.   
 
The restrictions on land occupation had lapsed with the Lancaster House agreement 
and the government instituted one of several Land Acquisition Acts which was meant 
to facilitate land seizure at terms more suited to the government’s situation.  
Governmental goals in this regard were frustrated both by the lack of financial 
resources to implement settlements on land and by farmers’ resistance to their plans.  
Tension between the races had continued to simmer as whites remained dominant in 
the business field.  The government, unable to implement radical change to increase 
the wealth and opportunities of the African population “abandoned both its 
conciliatory approach and the inclusive nationalism of the early period, and began to 
adopt a radical, exclusive nationalist stance” (Muzondidya, 2009: 192).  The 
‘liberation narrative’ that was promulgated by ZANU (PF) “featured the use of Shona 
pre-colonial heroes and historical monuments while marginalising those of the 
Ndebele” (Muzondidya, 2009: 184), in fact “demonis(ing) all (who stood) outside the 
selective ‘patriotic history’ it espoused” (Raftopoulos, 2009: 202).   
 
In order to both mollify dissenters in the ZANU (PF) party and troubleshoot external 
threats to his leadership Mugabe turned to his old allies; the war veterans 
(Muzondidya, 2009: 197).  The relationship between the party and the war veterans, 
however, contained the attraction-repulsion of a double-bind since the growing power 
of the war veterans became a threat to political stability.  They built a type of client-
patron relationship in which, at times, it was difficult to tell who fulfilled which role.  
Mugabe, ever aware of past soldier-led rebellions ‘kept his friends close and his 
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enemies closer’, by imposing a leader loyal to the party on their Zimbabwe National 
Liberation War Veterans Association (ZNLWVA).  This “fear(…) (of) the power of a 
united and organised veterans group”, (see Chung, 2005 in Muzondidya, 2009: 197) 
was embedded in the conflicts of interests between the two groups during the early 
years of independence.   
 
Mugabe’s tenuous control of the war veterans began to slip when Chenjerai Hunzvi 
(who adopted the nom de plume: ‘Hitler’ Hunzvi) arose to a position of leadership of 
the veterans in 1997 (Muzondidya, 2009: 198).  Hunzvi fomented a militant group of 
war veterans into demanding the realisation of the various acts instituted in the early 
1990s which promised them long-awaited monetary compensation for their part in the 
struggle.  The payment of “unbugeted gratuity payments to war veterans in November 
1997” (Muzondidya, 2009: 195) contributed to the financial troubles of the 
government and placated the veterans, encouraging their view of their omnipotence. 
 
4.8 The Zimbabwean crisis 
 
Losing his grip on the war veterans, Mugabe sought support from the traditional 
leaders in the rural areas, passing several Traditional Leaders Acts which gave them 
legal authority to dispense justice independent of accountability to the government 
(Muzondidya, 2009: 199). These elements of political manoeuvring which simmered 
and reacted with the economic, social and historical dynamics at work in Zimbabwe 
finally overflowed into ‘crisis’ as the millennium approached.  The Zimbabwe 
Congress of Trade Unions (ZCTU) had played a part in mobilizing opposition in the 
form of strikes from the early 1990s, paving the way for future worker organization 
(Muzondidya, 2009: 194).  In 1998, opposition to the authoritarian regime coalesced 
into organised protests led by the National Constitutional Assembly (NCA) which 
emerged in response to severe governmental reactions to the food riots of that year 
(Raftopoulos, 2009: 202, 203).   
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All these movements promoted the emergence of the first major political party in 
opposition to ZANU (PF); the Movement for Democratic Change (MDC) led by 
Morgan Tsvangirai (Raftopoulos, 2009: 204).  Although ZANU (PF) instituted 
severely repressive measures, including beatings, torturing and imprisonment of MDC 
and NCA members to quell their movement, criticism and protest action continued.  A 
desire for reform, even a change in government developed, even within the enclaves 
of ZANU (PF).  In the face of such pressure, the Constitutional Commission had 
materialized, spreading political awareness to rural areas (Raftopoulos, 2009: 208-
209).   
 
White farmers rematerialized to participate in the political mobilisation of the country, 
joining those backing the MDC and NCA.  Such support for the opposition enabled its 
decisive victory against the government’s referendum on the draft constitution in 
2000.  This defeat was the catalyst for the wave of land occupations initiated by war 
veterans and ZANU (PF) youth and supported by Mugabe whose untenable position 
allowed him no alternatives (Raftopoulos, 2009: 210-211).    Continuing to draw on 
elements of African heritage of the pre-colonial past, and linking it to the struggle for 
liberation, ZANU (PF) former Minister of Information, Jonathan Moyo described the 
land seizures as the Third Chimurenga, also known as the Fast Track Policy (FTP), 
the ‘radical’ part of the government’s Land Reform Programme (Logan, 2007: 206-
207).  Mugabe (2001 in Raftopoulos, 2009: 213) maintains that  
land was the principle grievance for our heroes of the First Chimurenga, led by 
Nehanda and Kaguvi.  We knew and still know it to be the fundamental premise of 
the Second Chimurenga and thus a principal definer of the succeeding new Nation 
and State of Zimbabwe.  Indeed we know it to be the core issue and imperative of the 
Third Chimurenga which you and me are fighting, and for which we continue to 
make such enormous sacrifices. 
 
The land issue has been in the centre of contradictory forces - the need for agrarian 
reform in a post-independence state striving for equality against residual colonial 
structures versus global pressure to maintain market-led ‘willing-seller willing-buyer’ 
principles.  For ZANU (PF) the land issue became an “imperative(…) of regime 
survival” according to Logan (2007: 206), portrayed to the Zimbabwean people as a 
crucial matter of identity and the hub around which to fight imperialism and racism.  
ZANU (PF) called the Zimbabwean public to support the FTP in this national cause 
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by playing slogans such as “Our Land is Our Prosperity – Stay the Course … (a) 
rallying call played on state radio and TV probably every 10 to 15 minutes during 
2004 and 2005.”  Television media broadcast images of successful harvests and 
contented workers who had embraced the FTP together with war footage of liberation 
soldiers fighting for freedom. 
 
The success of the FTP in the matter of agrarian reform and facilitator of equality has 
been called into question.  Rather than constituting the revival of the economy and 
agricultural sector, it has instead aggravated the country’s financial woes, and resulted 
in a dramatic decrease in agricultural production and increased unemployment of farm 
workers with the mass exodus of many established white farmers.   These African 
farm workers were viewed as sell outs of the government of Zimbabwe according to 
war veterans, since they were associated with white colonial occupation of the land 
(Maphosa, Hlongwana, and Gamira 2010: 197).  The actual recipients of the reform 
were those loyal to the government and advocates of state objectives.  Maphosa et al., 
(2010, 198) agree with a statement in the Sunday Mail (5-11 September, 2010) that 
“the conflict over land is enduring in Zimbabwe … (because) the Third Chimurenga 
has continued to be an unfinished business” mainly because the problem of equalising 
society in Zimbabwe has never been resolved. 
 
The conflict between realities Zimbabweans face and the ideologies that many ascribe 
to will continue to plague the country’s social, political and economic structures; 
exemplified in the following statement made in the forward of a document detailing 
land reform in Zimbabwe by its president:  
for us land is about life and death . . .  Many wonder why the issue of land is such a 
fundamental National Question in Zimbabwe and elsewhere in our Southern African 
region. They need not go far. It remains a principal and loaded marker of frontiers of 
our beings, both as individuals and as sovereign nations; a marker whose utility and 
symbolism runs the whole gamut, right down to the common man and woman in the 
village. For us life comes from, flourishes on and ultimately ends in land. Our loss of 
it through colonial conquest went deeper in meaning than the mere loss of a means of 
production. It amounted to the loss of our being . . . Zimbabwe's land and other 
natural resources must first and foremost be for Zimbabweans! This is our vision, 
which is also our Survival. So let it be!! (Government of Zimbabwe, 2001in Logan 
2007: 214)  
 
4.9 The Hero re-examined in the Zimbabwean context 
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Land as a historically contested resource has thus become a battleground of 
conflicting ideologies and perceptions.  Providing solutions to the complexities this 
conflict has produced is not going to be simple.  Different farmers’ unions are still 
active in Zimbabwe, such as the Commercial Farmers Union (CFU) and the 
Zimbabwe Farmers Union (ZFU) (see Muzondidya, 2009: 193; Sibanda, 2001: 175), 
illustrating the ongoing strands of separation between Zimbabwean groups.  “In order 
to go forward, these Unions may need to work together in developing a sustainable 
future land policy” according to both Buckle and Sibanda (in Sibanda, 2001: 175).  
The ongoing fragmentation of the Zimbabwean peoples - into tribes and races, 
liberators and representatives of the colonial regime continues; magnifying disunity 
and distrust.     
 
Logan (2007: 216) conducted research amongst traders in two key flea markets, in 
Harare and Bulawayo respectively to capture the “the ‘voices’ of the urban poor” to 
ascertain how these individuals perceive the effects of land reform.  For the purposes 
of comparison of interpretations of participants’ perspectives, the two groups were 
purposely sampled from these Shona and Ndebele strongholds.  The study aimed to 
interview at least 10-15 individuals in each city.  The findings revealed that all 
participants supported the government’s legal right to take land from the whites 
whom, they believed, should not expect compensation since they had appropriated it 
from Africans without compensation (Logan, 2007: 217).  Fourteen out of 23 
participants, however, indicated that they did not agree with state views that the 
distribution of land was equitable (Logan, 2007: 218).  Content analysis of the 
participants’ responses also indicated their view that those accountable for the dire 
food shortages and escalating prices are the whites (Logan, 2007: 219).  One states 
that it is “the white farmers who are selling all the food in South Africa and Zambia –
this is not because of land reform”. 
 
This example reveals the significance of the liberation narrative in the perspectives of 
local Shona and, unexpectedly, Ndebele Zimbabweans.  The evidence that entrenched 
views surround land as the ultimate progenitor - of culture and identity -within the 
discourse of the fight for freedom is established in the liberator notion of ‘hero’.  It is 
this ‘hero’ who holds sway as upholders of the Zimbabwean Africans’ interests - “the 
common man and woman in the village” (Government of Zimbabwe, 2001 in Logan 
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2007: 214) - or the flea market trader of Logan’s study.  The liberation hero became 
the defender of household and warrior honour - fighting for the land and the “right to 
respect” (Stewart, 1994 in Ilife, 2005: 4) of householder and warrior alike and 
engendered the praise of their supporters.  Zimbabwean liberation literature is replete 
with mention of heroes whose deaths were commemorated in obituaries praising their 
deeds, for example; 
 
Comrade Peter Baya was a fine member of the Zimbabwe African National 
Union, a great revolutionary, an outstanding fighter and eminent and long-tested 
Party leader.  In carrying out and defending the Party's revolutionary line, he faced 
the enemy valiantly, shunned no difficulty or danger and would not have hesitated to 
lay down his life for it. He fought resolutely against cliquists, tribalists and 
regionalists who plotted to undermine the unity of the Party by fanning dissension 
and confusion. His contributions and meritorious deeds will live forever (ZANU, 
1978: 13). 
 
The true hero continues to be defined in terms of the liberation struggle.  At 
Zimbabwe’s Heroes Acre; a landmark and memorial to the warriors of the Second 
Chimurenga War, especially selected heroes are remembered for their heroic sacrifice 
in the fight for liberation.   In an on-going tradition, heroes continue to be buried 
there, immortalised and, at the same time, silent resuscitators of ideals drawn and 
redrawn since the time of Mbuya Nehanda, through the battle lines of war and into the 
current era.  Liberation heroes such as “Cde (comrade) Isaac Mukasa … A veteran 
freedom fighter and hero” (Zimbabwe: Heroes Day - 39 Days to Go, 2009: H) is 
praised for his skills as a soldier and his “simplicity of character and patience … 
(which) turned into effective weapons of war” as he assisted others to strategise and 
mobilise popular support.  Known by his ‘Chimurenga name’ - Sarudzai 
Chinamaropa, this hero upheld a warrior code; treating war captives well.  The close 
association between the war effort and the spirit mediums which drove the movement 
to freedom is emphasised in a tribute to Chinamaropa who was buried there in 1994 
(Zimbabwe: Heroes Day - 39 Days to Go, 2009: H).  It was Chinamaropa and other 
freedom fighters that helped the spirit Nehanda’s ‘successor’ to escape to Zambia 
during the war.   
 
To be buried at Heroes’ Acre is indeed the privilege of those fighters loyal to the 
struggle - and “The Party (who according to ZANU rhetoric,) remains the Supreme 
Authority, for it is the Party which commands the gun” (ZANU, 1978: 61).  Although 
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the two main political parties involved in the liberation struggle and the lead up to 
independence amalgamated into one - ZANU (PF) - tension still exists between the 
predominantly Ndebele ZAPU faction and the mostly Shona ZANU.  Nkomo (2010), 
records the death of another hero, Governor Welshman Mabhena of Matabeleland 
who belonged to the opposing party of ZAPU.  Mabhena’s desire not to be buried in 
Heroes Acre which he viewed “as a ZANU-PF monument” reflects this long-standing 
division.  Nkomo (2010) attributes to Moyo the opinion that the motives behind 
raising Mabhena to the status of “a national hero … (is merely) to burnish (ZANU-
PF’s) appeal to residents of the Matabeleland region” who have shown resurgence in 
loyalty to ZAPU. 
 
4.10 Loss 
 
The cracks that appeared in the support for ZANU (PF) in the 1990s was the 
culmination of the disillusionment that had begun as “the fruits of the liberation 
struggle” (O’Brien, 2008) failed to be realized.  In Zimbabwe, loss has transcended 
race - both black and white have known a disruption to, even a destruction of a way of 
life which will never be recaptured.   Destruction of a way of life embraces the 
physical, emotional, psychological and socio-cultural aspects of human life.  
Zimbabweans have lost land, experienced intimidation, torture, and fear and 
witnessed the death of family members and friends.  White Zimbabwean farmers have 
increasingly found recourse in capturing their losses through writing biographies, 
some redrawing their identities, separate from the past to “‘exculpate(…) white 
Zimbabwean involvement in racial tensions’” (Harris, 2004 in Raftopoulos, 2009: 
216).  Others, however, try to reflect on and unite the conflicting losses of white and 
black Zimbabweans. 
 
Catherine Buckle (2001 in Sibanda, 2001: 174), for example, describes both her 
personal trial and those of her friends and acquaintances and also reflects on another 
kind of loss as elucidated by Sibanda (2001) - the loss of faith in ideals.  The beliefs, 
principles, promise and promises inbuilt in the process towards Zimbabwean 
independence have lost credibility in the eyes of some or have not met expectations or 
have strengthened pre-empted projections in the eyes of others.  In spite of hope 
renewed in processes and benchmark elections such as the Zimbabwean 
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Constitutional Review of 1999 (Sibanda, 2001: 174) and the June 2000 parliamentary 
elections - the sacrifice of many and the triumph of independence have not blossomed 
into a fruitful peace and prosperity.  This ideal is “(a) future which never was, in 
terms of the independence rallying points: freedom for all, health care for all by the 
year 2000, housing for the masses, better schools and educational inputs” (Sibanda, 
2001: 174 and O’Brien, 2008).  Instead, the Zimbabwean government has retained a 
“style of rule associated with armed struggle (which) has scarcely evolved in 
institutional terms … (and) is still characterised by intolerance, intimidation, and 
violence” (Leslie, 2008: 23).   
 
For Shona people - whose tribesmen are in the seat of power and who have 
appropriated the role of liberator and the title of hero; to fail to support their 
government may be impossible.  To disagree with the ruling party while in Zimbabwe 
may prove to be a life threatening stance.  Once they migrate to other countries, they 
are exposed to conflicting perceptions and reports regarding their country, its people 
and its government.  For those outside the country, there may be a tension between 
their perceptions of the Zimbabwean government as ‘liberators’, those who carry on 
the ideals of heroism and their actual experience of that political leadership and their 
response to criticism of their government.  Political, social and economic conditions 
in the country have been cited as the reasons many migrants flee their country and 
reconciling the ZANU (PF) militant authoritarianism with the hero may pose an 
increasing internal conflict for Zimbabweans.  
 
Surviving in a new country and engaging in circular migration creates multiple 
difficulties of belonging, integration and adaptation.  Culture has become the human 
adaptive social response to our environment and worldviews and beliefs provide us 
with mental and psychological templates to enable our responses.  Zimbabwean 
migrants have engaged, willingly or through sheer circumstantial pressure in a rite of 
passage.   Their journeys mirror the passage of the folk, warrior or cultural hero or 
initiate - who is driven to explore and contend with the unknown before completing 
this ‘rite of passage’ and returning to his community transformed.  In the context of 
Zimbabwe’s appropriation of hero, however, heroism has been entrenched in the 
ruling party’s political ambitions packaged within a historical resistance vital to 
African identity.  A Zimbabwean hero is an individual who embarks upon a quest to 
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discover or rediscover and deliver a gift or truth to his people, while remaining 
accountable to the larger community, his ancestors, his people, his nation and 
ultimately, his party.   
 
Examining current beliefs and interpretations of the characteristics and purpose of a 
Zimbabwean hero is important in order to understand Zimbabwean political, social 
and cultural contexts in relation to the globally significant phenomenon of migration.  
Migrations from Zimbabwe have produced a widely dispersed Diaspora globally over 
the decades; each transporting their perspectives of Zimbabwean nationhood, their 
part in it and their response to it.  Their perspectives have interacted with their host 
countries contexts, producing a communicative reaction of adaptation and 
assimilation which has shaped lives and governmental policy.  It is thus imperative to 
learn more about particular peoples, some of the complexities which characterise their 
worldviews, the processes they navigate in the host country and what their views are 
on these processes.  Examining the migrants’ definition of hero in the context of the 
values guided by liberation discourses and their dislocation from their home country 
could elucidate a fresh outlook on adaptation and identity.  Since the hero must “make 
… a decision to overcome an obstacle in an effort to control his or her identity and to 
survive” (Molette, 1985: 457), examining an individual’s notion of hero constitutes 
the beginning of revealing their processes of adaptation. 
 
An examination of the Zimbabwean migrants’ concept of hero is also embedded 
against a background of criticism of the government, internally and from the west and 
the country’s migrant Diaspora.  Catherine Buckle’s (2001 in Sibanda, 2001: 174-
175) in her account of her loss - including that of her farm near Marondera describes 
the role of “independence war veterans and opportunistic land seekers … (in) the … 
lawlessness and anarchy which engulfed Zimbabwe towards the June 2000 elections” 
(Sibanda, 2001: 175).  These ‘war vets’ according to Buckle and Sibanda were not of 
the genuinely land-hungry population and farm invasions conducted were motivated 
mainly by “deceit, thinly veiled selfishness, confusion and greed”.  Such a viewpoint 
on the role of the war veterans in Zimbabwe has implications for the memory of those 
who fought in the liberation struggle - those independence war veterans honoured and 
remembered as heroes.  This conflict between those who share Buckle’s opinion and 
those who do not exacerbate the tensions contained within the identities of 
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Zimbabweans.  Part of this tension exists due to the global Medias’ detailed 
documentation of Zimbabwe’s past and present struggles.  Zimbabweans struggle 
against different ‘memories’ of their past and present.  Their concept of hero is 
situated within memory - with all its political, cultural, social and personal 
significance.   
 
4.11 Conclusion 
 
The history of Zimbabwe as shaped by colonialism and the rise of nationalism is the 
fight for land and honour (McCullum, 2006).  The liberation struggle, deeply 
embedded in historical, cultural and social milieus also encompasses the political 
manoeuvrings of ambitious humanity and the personal sorrows of Zimbabwean 
peoples.  The heroes of a culture reveal a nation’s source of hope and identity and 
delineate worldviews and relationships with other peoples.  Post-modernist 
deconstruction of the clear categorisation and determinism of identity, however, 
recognises that globalisation and migration contribute to the fluidity of boundaries of 
personhood and nationhood.  igate their own heroic path can reveal their processes of 
change and their adaptation to theWe all exist within contexts of competing 
perspectives of history and transform our own views as actors moving between stages 
of growth within our spheres.  This liminality is exhibited more deeply in the migrant 
life than most with a greater rupturing of notions of ‘place’ and belonging.  The 
examination of the personal heroes of people can reveal sources of identity, the 
substance of their beliefs and values and how these integrate with the larger society. 
Exploring aspects of migrants’ notions regarding heroes as they nav changes in their 
liminal lives.  The liminal aspects of migrancy in the lives of some Zimbabwean 
migrants are discussed in the following chapter.  How the characteristic of the hero 
assists the migrant to adapt will be explored according to the themes revealed in their 
narratives. 
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Chapter 5: Findings and Discussion 
 
‘(W)here does all our suffering end?’ ‘In the happiness that lies beyond all things,’ 
she replied … ‘And finally, what are we all seeking?’ ‘The kingdom,’ she replied, 
‘which we are in already, which we have got, and which is our home.’ (Okri, 2007: 
10-11). 
 
5.1 Introduction 
 
The findings and interpretations in this section follow the ‘story’ of the adaptation and 
experiences of the Zimbabwean migrant participants interviewed in this study.  Since 
myth and story are such a vital aspect of this study, the findings will be presented as 
story, since participants and participant-observer/ researcher collaborated in and 
constructed their story in relation to one another.  This approach satisfies the search 
for meaning in phenomenological research as the words of participants and the words 
of the researcher ‘write’ their story (Patton, 1990: 56; see p 31). 
 
5.2 Overview 
 
Six Zimbabwean migrants were interviewed over a period of two and a half months 
between mid-June 2010 and the end of August 2010.  Such a small sample allowed 
the researcher and participant to engage reflexively upon the significance of what was 
spoken.  All six participants were Shona, from rural areas in the Mashonaland 
province of Zimbabwe.  One pilot study was conducted to test the research 
instrument, assessing the wording of the directive to ‘draw what moving to South 
Africa looks like’. This expedient was intended to uncover underlying strands of 
meaning in the participant’s story and at the same time initiate a co-construction of 
meaning with as little interference from the researcher as possible.  The pilot study 
was not included in the analysis since its intent was simply to ‘measure the measure’ 
and adjust it as needed.  It was anticipated that adjustments would be needed since 
being asked to draw one’s experience could be considered abstract, and, to some, 
possibly an unexpected and unfamiliar approach in the interview process.   
 
The questions which guided the interview process can be viewed in Addendum A.  
These questions reflect the interviews as process, in which the co-creation of meaning 
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between participant-observer/ researcher and participant raised thoughtful 
contemplation and new questions.  While the four main questions were asked of each 
participant, the questions were at times worded differently since within each interview 
they revealed their own meaning and questions formed were attentive to the 
significance thereby created.  Questions were also not asked in the order shown, since 
the open-ended and semi-structured nature of the interviews allowed participants and 
researcher to engage with what was said more than the sequence of saying it.  
 
The data were grouped according to each participant and they were assigned 
pseudonyms to protect their identity.  The ‘story’ of each participant was made 
explicit in the beginning through the use of the drawing tool.   It was discovered in the 
pilot study and in some of the other interviews, that drawing was difficult for the 
participant since initially he felt embarrassed, maintaining his lack of skill in ‘art’.  
The researcher found it useful to draw with at least two of the participants (Praise and 
Friend), as a way of demystifying this process and reassuring participants that the 
drawing was merely a tool.  Drawing together also proved a useful collaboration, 
allowing for the formation of rapport and the sharing of different stories as we 
progressed towards analysis of our drawings.  Participants were also assured that their 
drawings would not be made public unless at their direction.  Of the six participants, 
two did not draw.  One (Gift), did not to do a drawing stating that he did not feel 
comfortable with the idea, preferring to just talk.  The second (Endurance) is a poet 
and a story-teller and was so at ease with verbally describing his experiences that the 
drawing was dropped and he simply described his moving to South Africa in seamless 
prose.   
 
The open-ended interview in which the drawing was constructed flowed naturally into 
its analysis in a shorter space of time than originally anticipated.  One interview had 
been set aside for the drawing and analysis but in all four of the interviews the 
discussion of the drawing was preceded by the participant’s description of why he left 
Zimbabwe without direction from me.  This seems significant and understanding the 
reason for its prominence can be attributed to varying motivations.  One of these is 
that it is a natural question; it could be that migrants expect to be asked why they have 
left their country of origin.  It is also a signifier of the underlying xenophobic tensions 
towards Zimbabweans which has been so uppermost in the media and in the minds of 
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South Africans (the participants’ views on this topic is examined in more detail in the 
appropriate section in this chapter).  By this it is inferred that the migrants expect to 
be asked this and are also ready with the answer in defence of an anticipated negative 
response from their audience.  In all four cases, their tense body language and tone of 
voice seemed to evidence certain defensiveness.  Since this was the first interview, 
however, rapport had not yet been established and it is likely that their defensiveness 
could also have been illustrative of a wariness regarding the interviewer and the 
interview and research process.   
 
During first contact with the participants, I, the primary researcher had attempted to 
disclose my intentions fully, in line with informed consent procedures.  This involved 
describing the research project, what would be done with the data collected, the 
protection of identities and some background discussion about anthropology in 
answer to their own questions.  This was all done without, however, disclosing the 
questions I would ask in order to maintain the ‘purity’ of the interview - unsullied by 
expectation and pre-empted narrative.  Expectations as part of anticipation of an event 
always, however, arise and my own as well as the participants’ expectations and 
assumptions were a part of the process.  In addition, as time went on, I became aware 
that the participants communicated amongst one another regarding the interviews. In 
the course of fieldwork I was fortunate enough to receive the escort and assistance of 
an informer; Prince.  Prince, while declining to be interviewed because he was leaving 
soon after I began fieldwork, assisted me to find participants and was happy to spend 
a great deal of time conversing.  Prince is an influential member of the group of 
traders where I conducted fieldwork and acted to consolidate and support my 
intentions as researcher.  Both the communication between participants and the 
introductions and information provided by Prince to participants had an effect on the 
interviews and resultant data. 
 
In one sense, the fact that the participants became more prepared for the interviews 
over time was helpful.  In order to minimise how such preparation could guide their 
own answers and my own researcher interference and bias, I experimented with 
rewording questions and asking additional probing questions in the course of 
interviews and during reflection after interviews.  This part of the fieldwork was often 
conducted on the voice recorder which was also used in most interviews, especially 
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once rapport was established and both participants and I became used to this ‘third 
person’.  
 
I was also aware that questions regarding the research process could be forthcoming 
throughout the interviews and participant-observation.  As a result at each interview 
the participants were asked for feedback regarding the process.  The initial wariness 
of the participants is best expressed in Friend’s comment prior to his first interview.  I 
had introduced myself as an ex-Zimbabwean and Friend immediately asked “Why are 
you here (in South Africa)?  Were you thrown off your farm?”  Such a question 
before my first official interview illustrates the significance of my own identity as 
white colonial and as white Zimbabwean in this exploration.  This question 
necessitates a deeper examination of the intrusion of the ‘land issue’ and colonial-
nationalist conflicts and discourse on Zimbabwean history than is within the scope of 
this research project.  Such an issue was, however, the focus of my fieldwork diary - 
in relation to the definition and redefinition of the concept of hero according to both 
my and the participants’ viewpoints.  It was necessary to carry this awareness of the 
hero into the interviews once we started discussing the hero.   
 
The findings discussed in the next section provide merely a glimpse into the meaning 
and purpose of the hero to the participants interviewed.  The discussion will include 
an examination of aspects of transience and liminality in their lives, illustrating that 
migrancy is indeed a rite of passage with the liminal as significant in this process (see 
Turner, 1967: 93, 98, 105).  This glimpse illuminates some important discoveries in 
the adaptation of these particular migrants to their layered and complex existences.   
 
The findings will be arranged according to quotes and themes elicited from the data 
including the significance of these themes in relation to the notions of the African 
‘hero’, the national Zimbabwean ‘hero’ and the existence of the participants’ personal 
heroes.  Characteristics of these heroes and the meaning of heroism and the heroic in 
the migrants’ narratives will be reflected upon in relation to their adaptation to the 
experience of migration and migrancy.  Generalising within cases supported the 
qualitative approach taken and facilitated the growth of a deeper understanding of 
each individual’s story.  Generalisations between cases are discussed where the 
participants’ experiences coalesced and significant similarities provoke comment.  
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Quotations from the interviews will be used, some have been chosen because they 
broadly represent the findings while others are particular to the individual interviewed 
and the context of his/her story. 
 
Table 5.1: The drawings - symbols and meanings 
Participant Symbol Meaning/ Significance 
Peace (first drawing) Bus, road, river Borders (Separation) 
Peace (second drawing) One man lying down dead, 
another standing, 
threatening him 
Xenophobia, death, 
violence 
Friend (first drawing) One hairy baboon with 
arm raised 
Home, struggle for 
survival, unity, alertness, 
intelligence, family. 
Friend (second drawing) South African, brandishing 
a knob Kerrie chasing a 
Zimbabwean, shouting 
“Hamba, Kwerekwere”, 
Zimbabwean is shouting 
“PLEASE HELP!” 
Threat of violence, 
intimidation, vulnerability, 
fear, xenophobia, 
‘othering’ - creating 
separation. 
Praise Electric wire, razor wire, 
mountains, valleys, trees, 
desserts 
Danger, death, 
vulnerability, variation, 
‘borders’. 
Teacher A wavy road, bus, trees, 
grass 
Variation, movement, 
infrastructure, South 
Africa as a land of 
promise, Zimbabwe as a 
‘desert’. 
 
 
5.3 A journey of necessity: reasons for leaving Zimbabwe 
 
The drawings of the participants varied greatly in content but similar themes emerged 
during their analysis which gives support to their experience of liminality and, in 
some cases, indicates their views of South Africa (see Table 5.1).  South Africa 
emerged as a land of opportunity, the “greener pastures” sought by Gift and Friend.  
South Africa had notable “infrastructure … (and) there’s trees and grass ... (whereas) 
there … (had been) a drought in Zimbabwe for (the) passed six years … (and) there 
… (was) no roads like in South Africa” according to Teacher.  Teacher drew a long 
wavy road representative of his first contact with South African “infrastructure” he 
noticed while travelling in “Louis Trichard” (now known as Makhado).  Gift, in his 
description of leaving Zimbabwe and entering South Africa said that it was like 
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moving “from one place to another - in South Africa you (saw) change - as if you are 
in America!”  The difference between Zimbabwe and South Africa was so great that 
“(he had) got that feeling like someone was (in) prison … (then when) he (was) 
released - that feeling of: I’m out!”   
 
For Friend, when he was asked to draw his experience of what moving to South 
Africa was like, he said that it reminded him of the general theme of struggle that 
began in life when he was very young.  This struggle was connected to his struggle 
for survival on the land, against baboons that used to come and destroy the family’s 
maize crop.  In South Africa he had to struggle for survival from the very beginning.  
In a later interview he revealed that at the border he crossed illegally with a group of 
other men in a truck.  They were discovered, however and nearly sent back to 
Zimbabwe.  The border police, who had told the border officials where they were 
hiding, then offered to take them to Messina for R200 per person.   
 
In South Africa the migrants fear being sent back to Zimbabwe whether they have 
legal documentation to stay or not.  They also fear the out-break of xenophobia - “(it) 
(could) come this side” said Peace, in reference to Port Elizabeth, a city formerly 
“quiet” and free of actual large-scale violence. Thus, moving to South Africa has been 
about the struggle for survival.  The drawings also emphasised elements of separation 
in the symbols used (see Table 5.1).  Peace divided his page using the road and river 
with the Beitbridge connecting the two countries which are clearly marked as 
“Zimbabwe and South Africa”.  Praise used natural symbols and man-made symbols; 
mountains versus valleys, vibrant vegetation versus dessert, dangerous electric and 
razor wire and mentions the deaths of some who did not pay “border jumpers” to go 
across the border.  Life and death, symbols of borders and separation and difference 
are emphasised.  In his analysis, he said that life is like a mountain, “it varies” and his 
drawings also exhibit the vulnerability of humans to death.   
 
All the participants were initially self-conscious at the idea of drawing their 
responses.  For the four who did draw, however, the drawings were important in 
freeing the interview situation of a certain degree of constraint common to the 
interview context.  For the two who did not draw; Gift and Endurance, the interviews 
followed a conversational form which was freer because they were the last two who 
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were interviewed.  By this time, the participants had both heard about the project from 
others, become familiar with my presence and thus rapport was more easily and 
quickly established.  The act of drawing was helpful in focussing the discussions on 
significant themes in the participants’ experience.  Drawing could have enhanced the 
interviews with Gift, especially in our last interview in which he was distracted and 
anxious about his imminent departure for Zimbabwe.  Endurance, however, had the 
personality which was at ease with talking and it was through story-telling that we 
developed rapport.   
 
In the other cases, the drawings were also instrumental in stimulating and developing 
the interaction between participant and researcher as they discussed and engaged in 
analysis of the drawings.  The metaphors both supported and informed the general 
themes of liminality and transience.  The researcher’s own experience of drawing her 
experience of moving to South Africa had elicited these themes and those of 
resolution, loss and resilience.  In the researcher’s own analysis, these themes were 
interpreted in the context of finding herself a stranger in a new place and feeling a 
sense of loss of connection to the history of family memories grounded in a place.  
Resilience was reflected in the supportive relationships gained through new 
friendships and resolution through finding a new sense of place by settling and 
working in South Africa.  Resolution does not seem to be exhibited in the 
participants’ drawings since they are unresolved and unsettled due to their circular 
physical and mental practices which are endemic to migrant experience.  
 
The migrants’ liminality is expressed in the metaphors of borders, mountains and 
valleys, infrastructure and its lack.  Zimbabwe is like a desert while South Africa is a 
land of promise and migration is about survival and struggle and even life and death 
as migrants face dangers such as electric wire and xenophobic violence.   
 
Five of the six participants, defined life in Zimbabwe as a struggle; primarily a 
“struggle(…) to get bread” (Gift).  This was the characteristic problem faced by many 
of Zimbabwe’s poor as the economy began to crumble with effects felt from 1999.   
According to Endurance this was when “many things began to change (and) you can 
buy this thing (for) R50 … (which) is worth $50.  And when you sell it (for) $70, $70 
by that time then becomes R20”.  For Endurance, trading and travelling between 
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Zimbabwe and her neighbours had been a viable source of income, ensuring status 
and a comfortable life for himself and his family until he lost everything during the 
sudden economic decline.  Others, such as Friend, had worked on a farm and once the 
farmers began leaving, found himself jobless forcing him to “learn the hard way to 
survive - (and) learn a trade, a new skill”.  Friend then bribed soldiers to be allowed 
the opportunity to engage in the trade of Zimbabwe’s ‘blood’ diamonds but lost any 
profits to police who robbed him “several times over three months”.  Praise described 
the uncertainty of life in Zimbabwe as “like a graph; good, bad, really bad”.  Life in 
Zimbabwe was thus characterised by the economic decline “and political instability” 
according to Teacher and ambiguity in law and order as indicated by Friend’s 
description of his interaction with soldiers and police.   
 
For Friend, Gift, Praise and Teacher, the sudden and dramatic reduction in their 
quality of life in Zimbabwe aggravated the already straitened circumstances resulting 
from a childhood characterised by struggle.  Gift and Friend had battled to gain a 
secondary school education, working from form 1 (grade 8) in order to pay their 
school fees.  Praise reported “mov(ing) around” from relative to relative as a 
youngster, because “people (family) abused (him)”.  At home, basic necessities were 
scarce and of the participants, only Teacher began a tertiary degree yet did not 
complete it.  Four of the participants reached Ordinary Level (O’Level; comparable to 
South Africa’s lower grade matric) and immediately sought employment.  With 
unemployment currently at 70% (MIDSA Report, 2009: 23 and Chapter 2: 11), 
however, finding work was increasingly difficult and once found most employment 
“would only pay for food” according to Gift. 
 
Education was cited by the participants as “very important these days” according to 
Peace and Gift, Friend and Teacher regretted their inability to gain a higher level of 
education.  Teacher was studying towards a degree in Human Resources and is 
determined to study again and complete it.  Gift and Friend have given up a future in 
higher education for themselves but were determined that education would feature in 
the lives of their children.  Friend remarked that “every one of (his) offspring (should) 
go to school to the required level … (is) so that they can be better than (him)”.  This 
reveals his desire that his children should have a future that exceeds the narrow 
confines and difficulties of migrant life.  The investment in the future generation is 
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exceedingly long-term since none of the participants had children over the age of 12.  
Within the extended family, however, younger siblings, nieces or nephews can be 
educated.  All six of the participants indicated that they are the sole providers of the 
family, this contributes to the heavy weight of responsibility on their shoulders as role 
as providers. 
 
Table 5.2: Biographical information 
Participant Married/ single Age Education 
level 
Peace Married 29 Unknown 
Friend  Married 37 O’ Level 
Endurance  Single 36 Unknown 
Praise Single 20 O’ Level 
Gift Married 27 O’ Level 
Teacher Married 25 O’ Level 
 
 
5.4 The hero: “stand(ing) up as a man”  
 
The participants ranged in age between 19 and 39, four were married with a child or 
children and one (Teacher) had been joined in South Africa by his wife and child 
early in 2010 (see Table 5.2).  As sole provider, “supporting the family (is the) 
priority … (or) the family would starve” according to Friend.  This responsibility 
means that “(he) (has) to stand up as a man” because “(he) is fending for them”.  Gift 
also is the “only bread winner … (and) (a)s a responsible father – (he has) to work 
hard for the family who are waiting for (him) to put something on the table”.  Teacher 
who is a young father caring for his wife and child in South Africa feels the pressure 
for the first time of being fully responsible for them.  When asked what living as a 
migrant has taught him he said that he has “learned a lot, not to depend on someone 
… (and that) (h)ad to be man enough to care for (them)”.   
 
As a single man, Praise has no wife and child who depend on him.  Instead, he 
himself was dependent on his uncle with whom he travelled to South Africa and who 
looked after him on the journey and provided him with accommodation and support in 
South Africa.  His uncle “was the shade” but he has since died and Praise has had to 
“grow up fast”.  Praise has “grown up a lot” since he and his uncle crossed the border 
into South Africa four years ago, but his real satisfaction lies in the fact that “(n)ow he 
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has achieved something, so … (life is) a bit better”.  Praise is proud of his 
achievements which are related to making and saving money.  This he attributes to his 
growing ability to “think on (his) feet, (and) think ahead”.  Praise mentions South 
African women and that “they are lovely and easy” unlike Zimbabwean women who 
are more difficult to approach as cultural preliminaries must be adhered to when 
negotiating for a wife.  Thus, according to Praise, all that Zimbabwean men have to 
do is “buy (South African women) food and clothing” and this they are able to do 
because they have the means, unlike South African men.   
 
Praise is thus different from the other participants since he has no children or wife and 
because he is also the youngest (see Table 5.2).  “Stand(ing) up as a man” in his case 
is related to his growth into manhood, proven through becoming materially and 
sexually successful.  Praise, however, like the other participants does have family who 
are dependent on his remittances and must also return home from time to time to visit 
them.   
  
5.4.1 Multiple concerns 
 
Gift has many responsibilities which included an unwell mother for whom he must 
provide tablets on his return and apart from his own children, his brother had passed 
away  and he was responsible for the needs of two extra young children.  These 
children view him as a father figure and when home, he undertakes their upbringing.  
Gift must also take into account the economic and environmental contexts in 
Zimbabwe as he manages his business and multiple financial concerns.  As his family, 
like all the other participants’ live in rural areas, they farm the land, producing maize 
as their staple crop, but bad maize harvests over the past years of drought in 
Zimbabwe means that Gift will have to buy sacks of maize on his return.  This 
involves an additional financial burden and when asked where the best place is to buy 
produce, he indicated that the difficulty lies in transporting it so he usually buys in 
Zimbabwe “to avoid the hassle of carrying stuff”.   
 
These multiple concerns are shared by the other participants whose extended family 
members and communities all have certain expectations of them; Gift’s wife “wants 
many things”.  Endurance describes this pressure: “those people who are at home if 
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they hear about South Africa - they think if you go to South Africa you are going to 
find the money somewhere - then you take it, you give them” (sic).  Everything 
depends on money and is the participants have money; they try to bring something for 
family members.  Money, however, must be managed to address the multiple 
concerns of home and migration.  The participants cannot afford to bring something 
for everyone.  Customarily when the participants return home, they are expected to 
travel around the rural areas visiting extended family.  Praise, however, usually goes 
to one home and “hides” from the others to avoid “coming to them with empty 
hands”.   
 
Children especially, ask again and again when the migrant is returning home.  
Endurance’s nephews and nieces cannot understand why he is not home for holidays 
and why he is not sending them money.  “Kids … don’t understand, they only want to 
have what other kids are having” Endurance comments and he has to reassure them 
not to worry, that he will return, “(he is) sorting out things”.  Endurance provides for 
his elder brother, sister and mother and fortunately “they understand that no, in good 
times he used to do things for us.  But when he’s quiet like this, maybe things are 
hard”. 
 
While the participants indicate their lack of choice in the matter of migration, 
maintaining that it is a strategic response to sustain livelihoods of themselves and 
their families, they rose to the challenge to “stand up as men”.  Like the hero who 
“respon(ds) to a call” (Campbell, 1968, in Porpora, 1996: 213), these men similarly 
relinquish the familiar, facing danger and difficulty in order to provide for the needs 
of their family group.  The participants, however, do not have the option to stay with 
their families and are instead responding to the exigencies of economic push and pull 
factors.  They “don’t come here to enjoy life, (they) come here to look for money … 
(and) think how (they are) going to get home, how is (their) family going to keep on” 
according to Friend.  Migrants “cannot go home … empty-handed” (Masade, 2007: 
104) or they are viewed as failures.  Friend’s community and family “do see him as a 
hero … (but) they don’t see or hear much (about his life and maybe) if (he) (went) 
into detail, they may find they are living better than (him) and that (he) is not worth 
the hero (because) a hero is successful”. 
 
 119
5.4.2 The Migrant as hero 
 
These definitions of what constitutes a hero occurred in the context of participants’ 
narrations of their journeys from Zimbabwe to South Africa and the difficulties and 
dangers they encountered.  I enquired whether the participants were viewed in a 
heroic light because they had undergone such hardships in the pursuit of economic 
reward.  This question arose out of the assumptions that migrants are undergoing a 
rite of passage in their journeying and in their experiences as migrants.  Migration as a 
rite of passage is further supported in their comments regarding their experiences of 
migration and migrancy. 
 
Traditionally, rites of passage are undertaken in youth as a transition from boyhood to 
manhood according to Ilife (2005: 323 and see chapter 3: 9).   Of the six participants, 
however, only Praise meets the definition of emerging young manhood.  The older 
participants, however, indicate that migration as a rite of passage has initiated them 
into developing facets of manhood and responsibility and “stand(ing) up as a man”.  
The migrants’ journeys began with the decision to migrate to South Africa.  Their 
initial journey in Zimbabwe to the border, the border crossing itself and their 
movements in South Africa constitute part of this rite of passage. 
 
5.4.3 The border crossing  
 
Going “through the border jumping” according to Endurance involves many dangers.  
First, the migrant must travel from his home to the Zimbabwean border, often walking 
over several days without food or money.  Spending nights in the open exposes them 
to dangerous wild animals and once they reach the border they have to cross the 
border.  Endurance managed to get transportation to the border by asking for a lift 
from a truck driver who had other migrants enclosed in the back of the vehicle.  
Endurance and his travelling companion did not have the US$10 per person, so other 
migrants paid for them and they had to find a way to repay them once they arrived at 
their destination.  Endurance had no passport to cross the border legally, and he had to 
run the risk of meeting with MaGuma, the groups of thieves that “wait to a place 
where they know … border jumpers use this way, to cross the Limpopo River”.  
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There are different groups of MaGuma with “different intentions” which include 
thievery, rape and murder.   
 
While Praise had to pay for his escort by border jumpers across the river, Endurance 
was lucky enough to join a group of ex-soldiers who “had the basic & well-trained 
skills to walk through the Nile” and regularly made the crossing to smuggle goods 
through to sell.  They travelled “around 18-20 kilometres.  In the forest at night … 
(Endurance) could not see”.  In silence they travelled “Just like a platoon ... walking 
in a single file ... when you see you have arrived where there is a ... (electric) wire 
(which alerts border officials when touched).  You just stop and lift your hand.  
Everybody stops.  You should have got enough 100% of concentration of everything”.  
Keeping together was vital because if “you are attacked, no one can defend you, 
because you are alone”. 
 
On the other side of the border, different groups of MaGuma have to be avoided.  
These MaGuma are ethnically mixed and include Zimbabweans who prey on their 
fellow countrymen.  Because of his sufferings brought about through walking with no 
shoes through the river and countryside, Endurance was offered a place to stay by one 
of the ex-soldiers who knew someone with a shack in the area.  Then he went to apply 
for asylum at Messina Home Affairs Department - a long wait with nothing to eat or 
drink for a whole day.  According to Endurance, as a migrant in this situation “You 
have got to start everything on every destination that you go”, earning a little money 
at every destination to finance travel to the next one. 
 
The border crossing and the difficulties participants experienced when moving to and 
staying in South Africa constituted a rite of passage.  Teacher supported this insight 
and reported that “When (he) was in Zimbabwe (he was) not expecting SA to be like 
an initiation”.   The psychological and physical trauma of the border crossing 
initiation for Endurance was so “fierce” that he does not feel that he would be able to 
survive it again. 
 
Of the six participants, Peace and Teacher indicated that they had crossed the border 
legally using passports.  Their experience was marked by “wait(ing) in a queue (for) 
three hours” (Peace). The participants’ experiences are quite wide, ranging from 
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Teacher’s initiation into learning to take care of his family for the first time to 
Endurance’s “fierce” border crossing from Zimbabwe into South Africa under the 
guidance of former soldiers who led him over the border under the cover of the 
darkness of night.  When I asked if he views himself as a hero, because of his survival 
of the border crossing experience, Endurance said no, in order for someone “to have 
(the) title or the status of a hero … (he must have) achieved something at the end out 
of what he had been trying”.  People only “say really he is a hero because he did what 
we have never done”.  Endurance sees the hero as a material achiever, not one who 
simply survives an ordeal with courage and fortitude.   
 
Heroic characteristics were thus defined during interviews and concepts of what 
defines the heroic continued to emerge.  For example, with the description of the 
border crossing fresh in his mind, Endurance added to his previous comment on the 
hero-achiever in answer to whether he views himself as a hero.  He commented: “(I) 
feel what I can do with my own body and my own strength and my own mind ... I can 
pass (that test) because I have already endured the pain of it ... on that day (of the 
border jumping)”.   
 
5.5 Relationships between migrants  
 
The participants spend much of their time talking to one another and other traders 
during the course of the working day and with those whom they share accommodation 
and meals.  Conversations are often related to business and the migrants’ strategies for 
survival.  As traders they are struggling to gain capital to send home as remittances 
and as savings to enable them to return home and begin a business, according to 
Endurance, Friend and Gift.  Praise and Peace also indicate that money is the driving 
force behind all that they attempt and accomplish.   Therefore, rivalry, jealousy and 
competition can exist between the traders.  Endurance believes, however, that while 
“you need to accept competition because competition makes you to upgrade … Good 
competition is about for both of you to benefit.  Not the competition that I should 
benefit only myself”.  Endurance, however, was the one trader in the area who was 
informal, having to move from place to place ‘hawking’ his products.  He is thus 
viewed with disapprobation by other traders and he said that they accuse him of 
stealing customers from them.  Friend, however, who is a formal trader and thus part 
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of the group who pay for their trading space, also indicates jealousy and envy on the 
part of less prosperous migrants towards those who are earning.  Thus, relationships 
between the migrants are complex.    
 
In-group and out-group relations which exist within the group of traders and between 
them and South Africans influences relationships, as does their overall material goal.  
Discussing business strategies, therefore, must be undertaken with due wariness 
regarding the motives of other migrants who are friends, fellow initiates and yet also 
rivals.  If a migrant assists someone else too much, when he himself is in need of 
assistance, those whom he helped can refuse him as Endurance experienced. While 
“(s)haring stories opens minds to each other - (and) gives you a vision of where you 
are going and coming from because each can come with their mind, share and come 
up with something big”, migrants must remain aware of the need to protect their 
interests. 
 
Not all communication, however, is business related.  Relaxing, and “joking … 
relieves (them) of pressure, stress, and (helps) if (they) are missing home” according 
to Friend.  Thus, migrants “are (not) totally with nobody to help (them)  … (b)eing 
from the same place … away from home, … staying in the same place” creates a 
sense of togetherness and contributes to emotional and material resiliency.  
Affiliations are adaptive strategies which contribute to an in-group identity due to 
shared concerns and spaces - at home and at work as five of the participants indicate 
that they stay with fellow Zimbabweans.  When questioned if relationships between 
migrants change because of their continual movement between home and South 
Africa, Friend said that “the only change (is that) they have money, then you catch up.  
Unlike (at) home.  There’s more time here - it’s easier to catch up here and they’re 
doing the same things here … At home they do different things.  Here, we see each 
other every day, all day - (we have) a shared lifestyle.”  
 
5.6 Relationships with family  
 
These circular migrants go home intermittently to see family and renew stock and for 
fathers it is particularly difficult to say good bye to their children and they “fe(el) sad 
to leave them” according to Peace.  Their absence has an effect on their identity as 
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fathers such that Friend “doesn’t feel like he’s doing the father role completely … 
(but he) does what (he) must” in order to provide for their futures.   
 
For Gift, his survival in South Africa was centred on the continual worry for family 
back in Zimbabwe and “(h)ow (his) … family (will) survive if (he) die(s) … (t)he 
kids - that is the biggest worry”.   
 
Migration produces dislocation in family relationships between the migrant and his 
dependents.  Friend remarks that “(h)e is not available for others - the distance of 
relationships now” hurts his relationships and that his family want him back.  They 
“treat him like a stranger … (and) (i)t’s a bit upsetting - he feels left behind … 
because lifestyles change - they are living differently from when you left them”.  In a 
later interview which was not recorded he mentioned problems between himself and 
his wife because she wants him to provide more for the family and come home.    
Reintegration into the family and into the home can thus be problematic as the 
continual separation and distance from relatives produces strains in relationships as 
indicated by Friend’s comments.  A migrants’ multiple existence thus includes the 
physical movement between places, the emotional adaptation to family life and the 
loss of it on his return.   
 
Since the participants are sole remitters with the burden of providing for the family on 
their shoulders they are often also the main decision makers, as indicated by Friend, 
Endurance, Teacher and Peace.  Thus, families miss their leadership and the migrants 
themselves miss the reciprocal interdependent relationships since they are isolated 
from other family members.  Although they are the main decision-makers, decision-
making is often a collective effort and as migrants they miss the loss of elders whose 
advice and company provide necessary support.  Isolation is thus two-fold, involving 
separation from family members, and the isolation of being solely responsible without 
the benefit of family advisers.  Making decisions becomes independent, and therefore 
lonely and a race against time and resources.  But “everyone (in your ethnic group) is 
a brother”, the sharing of common issues allowing for the formation of reciprocal and 
dependent/ interdependent relationships.   
 
5.7 Liminality 
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A characteristic of liminality is that it is neither this nor that and yet both - the 
“peculiar unity of the liminal” (Turner, 1967: 99).  The migrant participants typify 
this aspect of being ‘neither this nor that’ in the sense that in the different places they 
occupy – home, South Africa and on the journey in between – they are never just the 
returning relative or the arriving/ returning foreigner but are both relative and ‘relative 
stranger’ to family and foreigner/ temporary worker to South Africans.  Participants 
have mentioned the difficulty of re-connecting with relatives at home due to their 
constant coming and going.  The participants themselves have indicated varying 
degrees of acceptance and non-acceptance by the local population, with the emphasis 
more on non-acceptance to tolerance.  Local buyers of their stock are “two minute 
friends” says Friend.  The participants view themselves as temporary residents, here 
to make a living – not to stay indefinitely but to return home because “home is best” 
according to Friend and Gift.  This comment reinforces the indications that the 
migrants suffer from a level of culture shock which is always present due to their 
liminality.  Home is best because that is where family is - the family is the source of 
stability and element of permanence in the migrant’s life.  The family, however, is the 
focus of constant concern, as what happens to the migrant affects the family.  In 
addition, the family does not stay the same, relationships change between family and 
migrant, family members may die.  The liminal aspect of migrant life and all the areas 
of adaptation he faces are complex and multifaceted, involving these and more 
interconnected factors. 
 
The migrants are “structurally invisible” (Turner, 1967: 98) in the sense that they have 
trouble integrating or reintegrating in South Africa and back home, respectively.  
They do not belong, are even ‘polluting’ South Africa according to xenophobic South 
Africans.  Thus, migrants must be removed; ‘hidden’ or they must flee to escape this 
structural invisibility.  When ‘hiding’ is not an option, they try to adapt to their 
difficult circumstances through strategies such as the use of ‘wit’ or sagacity and the 
use of self-deprecation - a characteristic of the hero.  Transitional beings have nothing 
- no rights, no status, no property, and no kinship position (Turner, 1967: 108).  The 
migrants often come here with nothing and have no rights - as Praise states he cannot 
feel free because he cannot speak his own language for fear of being noticed and 
discriminated against.  They are stripped of kin, property, status, land.  They are thus 
liminal and “naked(…) and vulnerabl(e)” (Turner, 1967: 108) because they are 
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uncommitted having no status, no ‘place’.  The migrants, however, retain ‘place’ and 
commitment to family - their role as provider is essential in maintaining their 
integration with family and home.   
 
The hero of initiation endures the experience with others, thereby establishing 
relationships with those who share the suffering of initiation.  Migration, while it 
provides opportunities for shared experience, however, also produces dislocations 
between people.  Groups travelling over the border, for example may disperse, 
following economic opportunities in different cities of South Africa.  Migration 
involves several different physical contexts such as travelling and settling to trade as 
well as the psychological upheavals associated with these.  In this sense, migration 
includes multiple initiations and movement between stages of initiation.  In addition, 
migration and the concerns which develop “mental agility” (Masade, 2007: 109) in 
the migrants illustrates that in a more complex way, they never fully leave the 
‘liminal’ stage associated with rites of passage since they are constantly have to 
“think on (their) feet, think ahead” according to Praise.   
 
The uncertainty of existence in several mental spaces illustrates the liminality inherent 
in migrant life.  They have no choice but to survive and support the survival of their 
families who are reliant on their remittances.  This survival and the “juggling of 
identities … (and) multiple existence(s)” (Masade, 2007: 95 and 107) spans their roles 
as fathers, providers, brothers, sons, husbands and buyers and sellers.  According to 
Gift “(They) must be good at planning” in this juggle which involves, according to 
Endurance, the struggle to gain a “step up” and the struggle to survive the various 
journeys to and from Zimbabwe and the struggle to retain their economic position as 
traders.  This effort to survive begins with their journey from Zimbabwe into South 
Africa, the dangers met on both sides of the border, confrontations with police and 
border officials and the endeavour to maintain their legal status as migrants or 
refugees. 
 
The migrant must also exist in multiple spaces relating to both the present and the 
future which includes his personal needs, family’s needs and the demands of his 
business. As they move from one place to another, migrants are always thus mentally 
multi-tasking between home and host country.  The journey itself merely offers 
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additional spaces to negotiate, depending on which country one is entering - what to 
buy, what to carry and how to transport it are the subjects for contemplation and 
discussion.  In this space, migrants are still engaged in “thinking ahead” and back - 
the main necessary characteristic of the transnational for whom “mental agility” 
constitutes a major adaptive strategy.  Migrants “assume a transnational existence 
through the act of translation” (Masade, 2007: 109).  This agility is also engaged 
within the contexts of complex relationships between themselves and other South 
Africans and traders. 
 
Migrants adapt to engage with all the changes they experience and the uncertainty 
they face by overcoming various boundaries - national, cultural and personal; 
physical, social and psychological, while retaining their connections with ‘home’.  It 
is thus in many ways that migrants experience a “multiple existence” (Masade, 2007: 
107). In this sense they are truly transnational.  Migrants may negotiate within these 
multiple existences and learn about and possibly utilise values, styles of dressing and 
other cultural markers as camouflage when inside their host country.  This strategic 
can be a source of psychological strain.  “(M)igration does not afford the migrant any 
choice” in identity expression, since he must fit in, adopting a manner of speech, a 
dress-code or even a new language.  Thus, “a dislocation of identity invariably takes 
place whether it is conscious, unacknowledged or unconscious” (Masade, 2007: 108).   
 
The participants in this study, however, illustrate a strong desire to differentiate 
themselves from South Africans who call them ‘Makwerekwere’ and subject them to 
xenophobic insults.  Coterminous to this, however, the participants indicate their 
desire to try not to cause trouble between themselves and South Africans.  This 
became evident during interviews and participant observation.   After an interview 
with Friend, for example, I noted in my diary that he was very concerned when a 
black bag usually used to store his stock blew onto the beach.  An employee 
responsible for beach management and cleanliness was walking past on the beach and 
Friend would not ask him to pass him the bag.  He was afraid that the employee 
would become insulted and verbally abuse him.  
 
5.8 Xenophobia 
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Migrants are liminal in different aspects of their lives; physical, mental, ethnic and 
social.  It is the social attitudes which emanate and influence xenophobic behaviour 
that is one of the most obvious forms of social ‘othering’ that the migrants experience 
from South Africans.  The migrants are structurally invisible yet visible in the sense 
that South African policy (Oucho and Crush, 2001: 147; see page 2-4) discriminates 
against them in various ways and is not explicit in naming or developing ways 
confronting the multi-faceted challenges regarding migration and migrants.   The 
participants are subject to xenophobic discrimination and report that “xenophobia is 
feared … (and) worrying (and) may come this side (to Port Elizabeth)” according to 
Peace.  The most common expression of xenophobia is name-calling, explicitly 
referred to by five of the six participants.  The participants all trade in a certain area of 
Port Elizabeth and they arrive to set up their stock early in the morning when rush-
hour traffic is at its peak. Gift reports that “some … (South Africans) when passing by 
in a ‘bakkie’ going to work maybe, in (the) morning or evening from work.  They 
shout “Go home! (They) say: You must go home now”.  This directive is usually 
accompanied by the label that South Africans have adopted for foreign migrants so 
that South Africans commonly shout “Hamba Kwerekwere!” according to Friend and 
this happens on a daily basis according to Gift.  Xenophobia is mentioned by Praise as 
the reason he cannot speak his language and this prevents him from feeling free.  
Praise is conscious of his foreign status which prevents him from feeling at ease and 
his connection between xenophobia and language is significant.  Language is an 
important cultural signifier and can be a source of tension between peoples who 
cannot understand each others’ language as Meyer (2007: 61) observed.  This is 
especially so in a setting in which xenophobia has already surfaced. 
 
Xenophobic verbal threats and physical violence is constantly in the awareness of the 
participants.  The interviews began in the middle of June 2010 at the height of the 
Soccer World Cup and ended in late August.  During the World Cup, the participants 
were even more aware of xenophobia and they feared its resurgence just after the final 
game had ended.  As the participants prepared to leave, we did our last interviews and 
their comments attest to their preoccupation with xenophobia.  In our last interview, 
Gift was quiet and anxious.  As we discussed fears of xenophobic violence during the 
mass exodus of Zimbabwean migrants after the World Cup, he loudly exclaimed: 
“Xenophobia!  I must go home, I must go home!  It’s not all the people who are 
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stealing jobs - some are working on (their) own.  We pay money at (the) border to 
declare goods - contributing to the economy.  Therefore, (we are) not a drain, not 
necessarily stealing jobs!”  These comments illustrate the accusations that South 
Africans level at migrants - that they steal jobs and are fearful that migrants will also 
steal their women, according to Peace and Praise. 
 
Although xenophobic violence is aimed at those who are perceived as using up 
resources and stealing jobs and women, xenophobic rage is often indiscriminate.  In 
addition, as illustrated by Gift, migrants believe that they are contributing to the South 
African economy. According to Friend, the targets of xenophobia are thus “(t)he 
innocent (who) … get hurt in the crossfire … (and so) many Zimbabweans are 
leaving”.  To Friend, “(p)eople here are selfish, we are all Africans … you expect 
positive relations with people (instead) People here are ready to be violent … (like) 
(i)n Cape Town … (where) shacks were brought down, burned (and) a woman was 
locked in and burned”.  The media acts as a warning forecast for Friend yet both 
Friend and Endurance believe that South African and global media perpetuate 
xenophobic attitudes.   
 
They believe that global news focuses on negative news bulletins about Zimbabwe’s 
economic, social and political decline and South African media reports on and 
promotes the negative stereotypes of Zimbabweans held by officials and the public.  
Media focuses extensively on Zimbabwean migrant influx into South Africa and 
stimulates fear and anger amongst South Africans that the country’s resources are 
dwindling in the face of this onslaught (see Dibetle and Rossouw, 2009a; Dibetle and 
Rossouw, 2009b; Dibetle and Rossouw, 2009c).  In South Africa “there is an image 
… (South Africans) (don’t) know Zimbabwe, (don’t) know Zambia ... (don’t) know 
nothing.  The only information they depend on is the information they get from a 
newspaper, (and television) ... They think a Zimbabwean is the worst person ... with 
the lowest value” says Endurance.  While South African media does, however report 
on xenophobia, according to Gift “(g)overnment and police don’t want bad publicity 
so (they) won’t admit xenophobia” exists or is a problem.  Global interest in 
xenophobia in South Africa has been widespread since the 2008 outbreak of 
xenophobic violence.  During the Soccer World Cup hosted by South Africa in June-
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July 2010 “even the customers asked about it” and Gift was worried that even 
rumours would keep tourists and their foreign currency away. 
 
The threat of xenophobic intolerance and the possibility of violence is a constant one 
in the lives of the participants.  Friend, Endurance, Peace and Teacher have all been 
robbed in the townships and this is why they have moved to the city to work.  They 
also live in the city to avoid being robbed as they enter the locations after a day’s 
work.  Friend reports being ambushed by gangs as he and other traders got off the 
taxi.  “They know what you are selling.  ...  When we get off the taxis, we used to go 
through a narrow way … a pedestrian pathway.  They used to go in there for us, they 
were used to the times that we get home.  We get off the taxis and find them there, 
they would ask for money from us … they just know that we are making money, we 
are the people making money”. 
 
Although the participants’ comments emphasise xenophobic encounters with South 
Africans, Endurance notes that South African attitudes towards Zimbabweans can 
vary.   Some describe Zimbabweans as “just so good … (and) they can work so hard 
you can use them to do this job.  … (while) others can completely say, you know, I 
just hate them … I cannot stay with Makwerekwere people from Zimbabwe”.  While 
Endurance’s comment indicates a positive response from those who employ 
Zimbabweans the emphasis of their comments is on the negative attitudes of those 
who refuse to tolerate them.   
 
The participants seemed to live in a state of hyper-awareness of xenophobia, 
heightened due to their fears that future xenophobic outbreaks would occur once the 
World Cup was over.  Their concern with xenophobia intensified closer to the end of 
the World Cup and closer to the time of their return home.  Teacher, who became 
employed as a driver during the week, stated that he managed to deflect xenophobic 
behaviour towards him at work by “not answering back” but that the real protection 
came from the company who monitored staff behaviour.   He also reported that his 
subsequent promotion caused other staff members to respect him.  His position also 
gained him more power and status, which presumably protected him while at the same 
time identifying him more closely as under the protection of a higher chain of 
command. 
 130
In order to evade the possibility of xenophobic retaliation or discrimination, migrants 
must thus try to remain ‘hidden’.  Yet remaining hidden is impossible if they are 
trading or working in a certain location which marks them obviously as foreigners.  
Trading does mark them as foreign since South Africans “don’t trade in town ... only 
in the locations” according to Peace.  The migrants in this study are thus unable to 
camouflage themselves due to their work contexts and show little desire to fit in.  
None of the six indicates that they socially converse with South Africans, 
unsurprisingly, considering the xenophobic tensions between them.  Other reasons 
they mention include that they are too busy, do not live in the same areas and spend 
most of the time with other Zimbabweans.  
 
5.9 Resilience and adaptation 
 
Suffering during initiations is noted by Deng (1986 in Ilife, 2005: 103 and quoted in 
chapter 3: 71) as important in the development of “the dignity of bearing, the 
responsible conduct, and the overall poise of a gentleman … over the carefree, servile 
status of boyhood”.  Initiations also involved groups of peers who endured together so 
that suffering reinforced a collective identity.  Friend indicates that the sufferings they 
undergo as migrants and traders, facing similar difficulties and usually “stick(ing) 
together … sharing the same meals every day and sharing a place, sharing the same 
roof … giv(ing) (each other) advice, how to keep on … (is) comforting” and creates 
affiliation between them.  A lot of time is spent in talking and “exchanging new 
stories every day ... (which is) very much interesting ... or relaxing. ... (and) we are 
exchanging the ideas ... whiling up the time, so that the night cannot be long” 
according to Endurance.  Talking like this occurs at home after a full day’s work but 
also during work when the migrants have few customers and as they engage 
themselves in other tasks such as polishing the wooden statues they sell.   
 
The participants indicate that it is important “to take your culture and bring it here” 
says Praise and “(t)o know about where you come from and how you came there” 
according to Peace because this identity differentiates people and is a guide which 
helps individuals “(t)o associate with other people”.  Carrying your culture with you 
and practicing it involves respecting elders, listening and assisting someone who 
shares your culture, because although he is “not (your) blood brother … (he is still) a 
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brother” maintains Friend.  Knowing and adhering to a cultural identity is mentioned 
by all six participants.  Culture forms part of the migrants’ resilience to the changes 
that they undergo as adherence to cultural values as imbued in such concepts as 
honour, group affiliation and reciprocal giving are valuable coping strategies to 
maintain survival in the uncertain contexts shared by migrants. 
 
They remember their culture through story-telling and reminiscing with one another 
illustrating that “memory is important.  (to help us) know where we come from as a 
basis for moving forward” (van Graan, 2007: v). 
 
5.10 Memory  
 
Since cultural identity is conceived of and maintained in company with others, the 
migrant could be supposed to suffer from a loss of identity due to moving from the 
country of origin and enduring isolation and dislocation from other countrymen at 
various times during his/ her migrations.  However, in spite of competition, the 
migrant social network assists migrants to remain connected to culture, meeting socio 
emotional needs.  Networks also are often already in place in the area of destination 
and provide opportunities to find accommodation, employment and so on.  In spite of 
the practical and emotional importance of social networks, however, the migrant is 
still isolated from family and community of origin – social networks being made up of 
diverse groups of people, some of whom the migrant has never met and with whom he 
may share little in common beyond a basic cultural affiliation.  The identity and 
emotional gap left by more tenuous relationships can be filled by the importance of 
memory – the remembrance of home life, interaction with family and friends and so 
on.  This is supported by Friend who, whenever he feels lonely, “rewinds (his) 
memory” and remembers past times with family.  Memory, however, does more than 
simply comfort an individual.  Memory and remembrance are given life through story 
– the telling of family anecdotes contains vital portraits of family members and family 
interactions with the outside world.   
 
Held within memory are their personal, cultural or national heroes who are 
remembered and spoken of and thus immortalised, remaining a part of the lives of the 
living.  This provides future generations with the wisdom of the elders and the 
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assertion of an identity – a sense of belonging - to a descent group.  For Peace, “war 
heroes ... taught (him) to be good and brave” and for Teacher and Praise, parental 
figures taught them to be strong.  Praise stated that his uncle told him about the 
challenges in his own life which taught him “(i)f we want to be better you suffer – 
(because you) learn humility ... (this) gave him strands – the mind of moving on”.   
 
The living are also assured of their own perpetuity, since they too will become part of 
family history, adding their own stories, passing a family oral tradition on to their 
descendents.  The four participants who have children indicate that they will tell them 
their story as this will help them “to plan … (and) to know who their father is and 
where he is coming from” according to Gift and “they must know how life is like here 
(because) … they will learn that life is not all good” according to Peace.  Thus, 
“telling children of their experiences is a form of “historical recognition and 
continuity” (Field, 2007: 31).  This also helps the younger generation to have choices 
according to Gift and Teacher and to learn that they must adapt - thus they are left 
with a “legacy of good words” according to Teacher.   
 
 The hero of myth too, lives on in this way and family members and ancestors become 
partly heroic in their role of perpetuators of culture, holders of tradition and memory.  
Descendents remember them; they are, as Endurance states “(a) chain of ongoing 
different types of heroes (like) my … grandfather - the father of my mother (who) 
used to be possessed with that ... spirit of (a) medium ... we used to receive a very 
heavy rainfall in those years ... (and) there (was) one man who was a headman and eh 
… he used to cross the river when it is full. And the crocodiles could not attack him”.  
Such figures live on and in some African traditions, heroes are expected to return.  
Thus, for Endurance one day, the headman’s “spirit will rise on another person.  
Another new child again … and in years.  So, it will come back again”.   
 
5.11 Discussion 
 
While no one general myth was found to compare with the migrants’ narratives, the 
story line of hero myth – including the aspects of journey, fighting ‘monsters’ or 
meeting with danger, the hero’s behaviour and attitude, were comparable to the life of 
the migrant.  These findings supported the statement by Okpewho (1983: 159) that 
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“Individual heroes do not exist in Africa since these societies are quite collective, 
making the society larger than the individual”.   Heroes are instead “those who are 
victims to forces which are connected to the nature of heroism who are heroic, rather 
than a social situation” (Okpewho, 1983: 159). 
 
The hero myth itself encapsulates values, culture, implicitly suggests the importance 
of memory or remembering/ immortalising the hero through telling his story.  The 
character of a hero also is implicitly or explicitly emphasised in the migrants’ 
narratives – bravery, dignity, skill, endurance, strategy and wit, the courage to 
sacrifice in the pursuit of reward and his task: ultimately to benefit others as well as 
himself. 
 
The migrants ‘shape’ their narratives of their own lives according to themes found in 
myth – themes such as the values surrounding community, harmony, acceptance of 
others.  Also, like the hero, they must overcome barriers and problems – they are 
seeking to reach a goal – that of survival for themselves and their family.  Generally, 
participants state that coming to South Africa was driven by financial constraints and 
the impossibility of finding employment in Zimbabwe.  Thus, their journeys are 
journeys of necessity – but the journey of discovery or ‘quest’ common to myth is 
implicit in their description of their difficulties and their strategising to overcome 
barriers to the fulfilment of their goals.  The migrants do not generally see themselves 
as heroes, however, because heroes in their definition need to achieve and succeed.  
They are all in limbo (relating to that aspect of liminality or transience which is a 
feature of the migrant life – discussed elsewhere) – waiting to succeed and go home to 
attain the status of hero in the eyes of their families and communities.   
 
The migrants exhibit the themes in hero myths in their journeys, in their adherence to 
cultural values to assist them in their journey – remembering wisdom from elders in 
stories or myths they were told.  These myths help the migrant to adapt to being a 
migrant by acting as a purveyor of values and rooting them in their culture – needed 
to counteract the experiences of liminality they go through.  They compare their 
values to what they see around them and strengthen themselves by remembering their 
families.  Remembering is important – it ties them to home (through nostalgic 
reminiscence) and this helps them both remember their responsibilities and welds 
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them firmly in a cultural identity.  According to McAllister (1980 in McAllister, 
1990: 5), ceremonies and collective discussions acted to reinforce cultural identity and 
responsibility to the collective.  The ‘world out there’ was contrasted unfavourably 
with the community, ensuring the migrant’s loyalty.  Migrants were advised to stay 
away from foreign women.  Reminiscence also provides a sense of identity amongst 
the Zimbabwe migrants – acting to achieve social solidarity and cohesion amongst 
them.  They swop stories in which values are embedded. 
 
Myths explain or give order to the migrant’s lives since the myths are vehicles of 
values, conveyors of culture and provide strategies to help people ‘battle’ the 
‘monsters’ they meet on the journey of life.  The value systems drawn in myth and in 
the attitudes and behaviours of the hero illustrate for the migrant the importance of, 
for example, communication, harmony and balance.  Also, the existence of a 
‘monster’ or two on the hero’s journey is expected.  The telling of myths and stories 
have taught the migrant to expect dangers or challenges because the hero faces them. 
The migrant has had to accept challenges and difficulty and suffering in the 
circumstances he/she faces.  Myths shared with listeners teach them to identify with 
the hero who accepts that there are problems and dangers in his path – through this 
identification with the hero; listeners also accept that sometimes, they too will face 
difficulties.  In addition, the ways of dealing with the ‘monster’ or difficulties, include 
the use of external help in the form of friends/ helpers which may involve advice as 
well as physical assistance.    
 
Myths also actually differentiate the migrant – the values embedded in myth cause 
him to uphold his culture, remember the community and keep himself away from 
strange influences.  The values in myth also are in conflict with his environment.  
Values which, according to Endurance, support “respect” towards others despite their 
appearance are contradicted by their need to differentiate themselves to survive.   
Values do help them to adapt – by keeping their distance from others because by 
taking their culture with them, not forgetting their history, they also engage in 
comparison between themselves and South Africans.  This results in in-group versus 
out-group affiliations. Yet affiliation is guided by expediency and the need to survive 
so that migrants are faced by conflict between values and their contexts. 
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The hero is also assisted by memories of past advice or stories which were told 
him/her by relatives/ mentors; myth holds memories within it - myths or stories 
contain valuable advice given to the hero and the way in which the stories/ myths are 
communicated will contain the ‘spirit’ of the speaker.   Therefore, myths hold 
memories of the speaker/ interpreter as well as memories of the actual hero and those 
who advise him and the values he lives out.  The hero has also been given gifts or 
‘charms’ to take on the journey – given by family members or spiritual benefactors.  
These gifts may contain magical characteristics.  Thus, myths function in several 
ways, reminding the migrant of his/her culture – the values and the ways in which 
his/her community interact, the practices, the kinds of troubles faced by people back 
home.  The myth can also act as a metaphor in the migrants’ life, for example, gifts or 
charms in the myth (Tutuola, 1952: 27) may take the actual form of tangible or 
intangible tokens of appreciation from others which will strengthen the migrant’s 
ability to adapt and form order in his life as a migrant.  The tokens may include 
valuable advice, memories of community and stories shared by community members, 
physical objects – photographs of family members which help Friend when he is 
lonely. 
 
Although participants do mention that their return is hailed by the family as an 
opportunity to gather and in this way reinforce ties, circumstances are changing this 
practice.  Migrants are returning less wealthy than expected, unable to comply with 
expectations by engaging in reciprocal giving.  Their circumstances provide a rupture 
in the values promoted in myths.  In this sense, they experience a conflict between the 
values inherent in household honour which encourages reciprocity and collective 
relationships as a means of establishing the dignity and interdependence of a 
community.  In the face of the Zimbabwean economic, social and political crisis, 
however, survival gains the upper hand and migrants have to sacrifice community 
over family.  They have to save money for the complex planning processes that 
migrants engage in – in their multiple existences.  Thus like Praise, they may even 
“hide” from relatives to avoid shame related to their inability to give.   
 
The relationships between migrants also emphasise values inherent in myth – the 
adherence to a collective culture, - yet, here too, circumstances conflict with values.  
Migrants are ‘brothers’ and yet also rivals/ competitors.  They adhere to in-group/ out-
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group ‘rules’ of the beach front management – those who are informal must go and 
trade elsewhere.  Thus, circumstances act upon their ‘traditional’ values.  They 
manage this conflict in different ways, one of which being that they try not to sell the 
same stock.  The migrants are representatives of their culture, their community and 
their family, various collective identities expressing the concept of household honour 
(Ilife, 2005: 144 and see Chapter 3 and p 72).   The findings indicate that expediency 
mediates upon culture and identity and this is indicative of their need and will to 
survive. 
 
Household honour also extends to their view of themselves as achievers as migrants. 
Their comments illustrate the pressure on the migrants to “stand up as … m(e)n”.  
This involves protecting the livelihood of the family by continuing to provide for its 
needs.  This responsibility is that of the custodian and manager of the home - 
traditionally the province of men in the maintenance of household honour according 
to Ilife (2005: 144 and see Chapter 3 and p 72).  Honour defined by Stewart (1994 in 
Ilife, 2005: 4) is “a right to respect” and is shared collectively, permeating 
relationships between collectives as families and as communities.   
 
5.12 Conclusion 
 
The notions of ‘boundary’ have undergone modifications in keeping with the rapid 
increases in migrations and social change which have constructed and defined our 
post-modernist world.  Identities are no longer ‘imaginary geographies’ (Said, 1995 in 
Masade, 2007: 95) situated within “specific times and places”.  Migrants must 
“juggle(…) … identities” “sens(ing) the temperature and adapt(ing) to it and 
mov(ing) on with (their) li(ves)” (Interviewee; Kolade in Masade, 2007: 93).  The 
participants in this study experience the transition of the hero on a journey, leaving 
behind kin, land and ‘place’ and must forge a path without these vital rights.  This 
journey is a sacrifice of survival and of loss. They maintain their identity, in the face 
of a degree of liminality - through remembering their culture, myths, and values.  
Myths are the repositories of culture and values - thus adaptive and functional in the 
migrant context.  Because myth is remembered and preserved in the mind of the 
migrant and shared between migrants and others, the migrant can retain a semblance 
of un-liminality within the generally liminal context.  Thus, myth acts adaptively - 
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bringing order into their lives as they hold on to their culture and their values.  
Adaptive strategies include the use of networking amongst migrants, the maintenance 
of family ties by engaging in circular migration and the significance of memory as the 
‘receptacle’ of culture which both differentiates the migrants and sustains them in 
their multiple existence.  Their resilience and the importance of memory and identity 
continue to be explored in the next chapter as the significance of the hero as a 
Zimbabwean national symbol and its relationship to participants’ stories is reflected 
upon.   
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Chapter 6 Significance of the findings and discussion 
 
The prince awoke the next day a different person  ...  The world was new to him, 
and yet ancient and familiar. … He seemed to carry within him the wisdom of 
countless multitudes, a thousand forms of dying, a million ways of living, and an 
understanding of the simplicity of all things. … (Okri, 2007: 32-33). 
 
6.1 Introduction 
 
Myths in the anthropological tradition contain the “foundation(al)” (Turner, 1967: 
152) elements of culture.  These are ‘truths’ which can mediate between our 
fragmented, unpredictable and liminal human contexts and our selves.  Cultural 
values allow us to interpret and translate our contexts and order our experiences.  
Thus, myths are functional, creating a bridge between us and our confusing realities.  
They give shape to life by offering us a comparative framework in a tale about 
characters, places and happenings through which to filter our own experiences.  While 
myths are universal, they are particular to cultures, harbouring a cultural memory and 
therefore a cultural identity.  The migrants ‘shape’ their narratives of their own lives 
according to values found in myth such as those surrounding community, harmony, 
acceptance of others.  Also, like the hero, they must overcome barriers and problems 
– they are seeking to reach a goal – that of survival for themselves and their family.  
Part of their responsibility is in maintaining and reinforcing their culture.  Their 
dislocation from family and home and their separation from South Africans is both 
informed by and informs a cultural identity which differentiates them.  Identity 
becomes important for furthering understanding of migrant realities, adaptation and 
the possibilities of developing policy and areas for future research.  
 
The migrants exhibit the themes in hero myths in their journeys, in their adherence to 
cultural values to assist them in their journey – remembering wisdom from elders in 
stories or myths they were told.  These myths help the migrant to adapt to being a 
migrant by acting as a purveyor of values and rooting them in their culture – needed 
to counteract the experiences of liminality they go through.  They compare their 
values to what they see around them and strengthen themselves by remembering their 
families.  Remembering is important, it ties them to home through nostalgic 
reminiscence and this helps them both remember their responsibilities and welds them 
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firmly in a cultural identity.  Reminiscence also provides a sense of identity amongst 
the Zimbabwe migrants – acting to achieve social solidarity and cohesion amongst 
them.  They swap stories in which values are embedded.  
 
According to McAllister (1990: 5; see p 53) in his research of Xhosa migrant 
labourers, returning migrants were expected to engage in the ceremonies and 
collective discussions held for them which acted to reinforce cultural identity and 
responsibility to the collective.  The ‘world out there’ was contrasted unfavourably 
with the community, ensuring the migrant’s loyalty.  Yet the migrants in present 
contexts must interact with the outside world and develop ways of protecting 
themselves from the culture shock inherent in the changes they face.  On his journeys 
home and back, the migrant must renew his relationships and role in his family, 
‘source’ new stock and plan his return journey.  The migrants’ lives are 
undifferentiated - neither here, nor there - in between places, physical and mental 
spaces - always thinking, and planning for the other place at the same time as 
planning for the place they currently inhabit.  They have one goal - and multiple 
concerns linked to that goal.  The goal can be reduced to survival - their need is to 
gain financially in order to provide for their family through remittances and in order 
to maintain their position in South Africa in order to attain their goal.  Remittances 
provide the family with food, clothing, shelter, school fees for the children and so on.  
In order to maintain his/her position in South Africa, the migrant must ensure his own 
needs are met and his stock is regenerated and that his status in South Africa is 
assured - in the form of legal documentation.   
 
Finances must then cover travel within South Africa to periodically renew asylum 
papers and the ‘to-ing’ and ‘fro-ing’ between the work place and place of residence.  
The regeneration of stock also entails the movement between South Africa and 
country of origin - necessitating the careful saving of finances in order to make the 
journey home, possibly bribe border officials, travel within Zimbabwe, visit family, 
buy new stock, and return to South Africa; paying duty on the stock and transporting 
it to the area of destination.  Myths actually differentiate the migrant – the values 
embedded in myth cause him to uphold his culture, remember the community and 
keep himself away from strange influences.  The values in myth also are in conflict 
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with his environments since survival undermines collective identity to a degree as 
each migrant is simultaneously brother and competitor.   
 
6.2 Discussion 
 
Generally, participants state that coming to South Africa was driven by financial 
constraints and the impossibility of finding employment in Zimbabwe.  Thus, their 
journeys are journeys of necessity and difficulty and migrancy itself is the strategy 
which they use in the pursuit of their survival and that of their families.   The 
participants have indicated that strategising to overcome barriers towards the 
fulfilment of their goals is an important aspect of migrancy.  The strategic hero, as 
Molette (1996: 450; see p 71), states, illustrates strategy and wit through planning his 
journeys to and from Zimbabwe, concerning family survival, the need to replenish 
stock and all the complex manoeuvrings involved in meeting these needs.  The 
responsibilities of the householder are more complex than they were in the days of the 
19th Century upholders of honour.  Yet, cultural values still inform the hero on the 
correct behaviour and attitudes expected of him.  
 
While the migrants are strategic they do not generally see themselves as heroes, 
however, because heroes in their definition need to achieve and succeed thus, they 
regard their strength and endurance as simply a survival response to their situation.  
The positive aspect of transition, however, which necessitates transformation, growth 
and reconfiguring of new patterns, develops the potential mindsets and skill-sets for 
entrepreneurial success.  Such potential, however, is frustrated by the migrant’s lack 
of material support.  Four of the six participants all indicated that through the Soccer 
World Cup in June-July 2010, they hoped to make enough money to return home and 
begin their own business.   
 
Unfortunately all six indicated that the World Cup did not meet their expectations 
since visitors to Port Elizabeth were put off coming to the traders to buy because they 
feared being mugged or robbed.  Visitors who came to view the traders’ goods did not 
buy having been warned by authorities or tourist management companies that to 
produce money at the beach front is unwise since they may be robbed.  Friend 
reported that customers often asked if they could pay with credit cards as a result of 
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this fear.   In addition, visiting soccer teams were chaperoned by their own managers 
and tourism management and did not have much time to view traders’ goods at the 
beachfront.  I observed that when team Uruguay came to the beach front, players 
interacted with the traders but the traders did not view them as serious buyers 
believing that they did not have money since they merely played on the drums of one 
of the traders and left after 20 minutes.  Prince, my informant, had his photograph 
taken with the team manager and observed that it was a memory “to take home” but 
their visit had no practical value to the traders. 
 
The migrants are all in limbo waiting to succeed and go home to attain the status of 
hero in the eyes of their families and communities through achievement and their 
ability to provide.  While they have no choice they say in the decision to migrate, they 
make use of any support and tactic available to them.  This includes maintaining and 
adding to social networks of other Zimbabweans.  In Port Elizabeth, for example, 
Zimbabwean traders sometimes fill ship containers with their goods and if there is 
space they will alert fellow Zimbabweans who sell different goods that the ship 
container has free space.  Relationships, retaining their culture and achieving for their 
families contributed to the participants’ resilience. 
 
6.3 The National Hero 
 
The theme of the national hero emerged as an important one in implicit and explicit 
ways.  As I began interviewing the participants regarding the theme of the hero, they 
either directly began talking about the war veterans, heroes of Zimbabwe’s war of 
independence or initially kept silent.  Their silence was marked at the initiation of this 
topic and it became an important aspect of the research project.  Friend at first 
remarked that he did not want to discuss “anything political” when asked about 
heroes.  Endurance and Praise were similarly reticent and Praise remarked that “there 
(were) no good guys or bad guys”.  When asked about operation Murambatsvina, a 
government initiative to eradicate informal trading in urban areas in Zimbabwe 
(Leslie, 2008: 14; Makina, 2010: 229; see p 47), Endurance reiterated Praise’s 
sentiment and maintained that both sides (traders and government) were in a difficult 
situation.  Thus, the world should not criticise because the government faced complex 
economic problems including complaints from legal businesses regarding the 
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presence of informal traders who were not paying tax.  Endurance noted that the 
situation in Zimbabwe is complex and only those who understand this complexity can 
really begin to assist the country and its people.  These comments suggest that 
Zimbabweans often met with discussion and criticism of their government from 
others.  Indeed, according to Endurance, it was a common subject he discussed with 
certain fellow Zimbabweans while others avoided it altogether.   
 
The comments of others indirectly indicate that national pride is important in the 
expectations they have of themselves.   Some of the participants displayed a 
disinclination to go into detail about the difficulties they faced in Zimbabwe, while 
others briefly describe the political, economic and social problems they encountered, 
citing these as reasons for leaving home.  Within mention of these difficulties, they 
either avoided talking about the government or followed up their description with 
comments which indicated the complexities involved which preclude straightforward 
judgement or criticism. 
 
An important aspect of the hero are the characteristics he displays – namely; honour, 
dignity, intelligence, strength/ skill, endurance, courage, strategy and wit, verbal 
diplomacy and the ability to outwit the oppressor or enemy (Ilife, 2005: 144 and see 
Chapter 3).   
 
These characteristics are particularly common to the definition of the African hero - 
as opposed to the Eurocentric hero who is all brawn and aggression in many cases 
(Molette 1996: 450; see p 71).  The importance of honour and dignity are emphasised 
in the participants’ narratives and coupled with the strong impression of a liberation 
narrative, explains the dedication to war veterans – whose lives, exploits and memory 
have been immortalised and perpetuated in the media, at the Hero’s Acre and in the 
commentary of Zimbabwean politicians.   
 
The importance of the national hero also explains the wariness of discussing the topic 
with a white Zimbabwean.  Colonialism had wrought a “loss of … land … (which) 
amounted to the loss of our being” according to Mugabe (quoted by the Government 
of Zimbabwe, 2001 in Logan 2007: 214).  This awkward silence was thus significant 
in the context of conflicting identities, histories and for the purposes of this research; 
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stimulating a direct focus on national identities and the implications of this in research 
into Zimbabwean migrant perspectives in general.  Identity becomes significant in the 
adaptation of migrants; especially Zimbabwean migrants in current local, national and 
international political contexts.   
 
Of the participants, three explicitly indicated or acknowledged the importance of 
liberation heroes.  Peace directly mentioned that as a youngster he grew up hearing 
about the war heroes who died “during the war (on) patrols”.  His main hero 
“Jongagara (was) a chief commander of ZANU (PF)” and hearing about these heroes 
“taught (him) to be good, brave”.  Learning about these heroes was important because 
“(they) gave knowledge about where you come from and how you came there”.  
While he acknowledges that currently in Zimbabwe the “(p)olitical situation is not 
stable, (there is) no freedom … (p)eople have been beaten because of different 
views”, he blames “(the) new generation (who) are oppressing” the people.  This is an 
interesting comment suggesting that there are no heroes in the younger generation. 
Such an observation necessitates further investigation into the perspectives of 
Zimbabweans regarding the younger generation. 
 
Friend at first was wary of discussing anything political.  In the last interview, 
however, he relaxed sufficiently to enter into a light-hearted discussion on what “the 
heroes” have taught him.  He admits that  
 
some of their teaching is not that bad … they preach unity … (that you must) uphold 
your roles … know where you come from, don’t sell out the country!  … Mostly it’s 
about unity, upholding our background.  They say … You must uphold the gains of 
our liberation struggle! … Do not lose what we’ve gained!  Do not lose what we’ve 
fought for!  Remember that people she did shed blood for these particular gains. 
 
When I asked how a person is a ‘sell out’, he replied “by accepting change to the 
government … they say you are selling out the country … keep us in power because 
we did liberate the country … and we did liberate you as well, so you must keep 
supporting us”.  The heroes are part of history and “history is what makes us know 
who we are”.  Endurance agreed that the liberation heroes are important in the history 
of Zimbabwe and yet avoided discussing them further.  The other participants avoided 
the topic altogether. 
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6.4 Identity 
 
Notions of masculinity are displayed in the desired characteristics of the hero which 
are both implicitly and explicitly rendered in the participants’ narratives.  This is 
evident in the importance of the role of the participants as providers for their families, 
their maintenance of their culture and remembering their history. According to Peace 
“Knowing where (they) … com(e) from and where they are going to” becomes 
intertwined and illustrates the vital importance of a cultural identity as well as a 
national identity.  The migrants must “take (their) culture with (them)” according to 
Peace, so that they can retain their differentiation from others and remember their 
identity and responsibilities at home.  Culture becomes a buffer to the exigencies of 
the transience of migrant life - assisting migrants to maintain a semblance of 
psychological and emotional health as they manage the separation from home and 
family.  According to Friend they also “rewind (their) mind(s) … remember(ing) 
times with family” and traditions and ceremonies.  This helps them when they feel 
lonely.  Cultural identity is maintained by and maintains friendships between 
Zimbabwean migrants as they socialise together at work and share food, 
accommodation and stories.  Stories and values within local myths taught them by 
family include injunctions, for example, according to Endurance to “keep away from 
the women of the area … to keep safe”.  Stories shared between Zimbabwean 
migrants give them “a new mind” including new ways of diversifying as well as 
reinforcing values.  Cultural identity differentiates the migrants and their comments 
regarding relations with South Africans are indicative of xenophobic attitudes on their 
own part.  While they are transnational in their “way of being” (Levitt & Schiller, 
2004: 7), which includes practices facilitating their transnational way of life, they do 
not exhibit “transnational way(s) of belonging” which includes relating who they are 
to their transnational state - they would prefer to be home with their families.  The 
migrants do, however, engage in a migrant identity in the sense that they are proud of 
their strategising, their role as providers, the status of planners and thinkers which is a 
feature of being a migrant.  This is incorporated within a distinctly Zimbabwean 
identity they are careful to preserve through “stick(ing) together” and ensuring they 
maintain and reinforce their cultural identity. 
 
6.5 Liminality 
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Globalisation and its concurrent “progressive spatial segregation, separation and 
exclusion” (Bauman, 1998: 2-3) is experienced at home and in the host country by the 
migrant.  South Africa is herself still emerging as a nation, still exhibiting liminal 
uncertainties in her efforts to unite a country filled with varying identities and 
cultures.  The migrants are separated from family and experience a feeling of 
exclusion when they return home in the sense that family members have changed, 
moved on.  In South Africa they are liminal through segregated living spaces, 
differentiated by official and public opinion as expressed in policy and media and 
discriminated against by virtue of their difference and the threat they represent.  Of 
the participants, only Peace and Endurance indicated that they had spoken to South 
Africans about their reasons for leaving Zimbabwe and arriving in South Africa.  
Speaking about why they leave is necessary, he maintains because the South Africans 
he met in Johannesburg had no knowledge of his reasons and it would help them to 
understand, he believes.  A general lack of knowledge regarding Zimbabwean 
contexts is also stated by Endurance as common amongst the South Africans he has 
met and they therefore have an “image (of Zimbabwe) that (there is) nothing good 
(there) … that (Zimbabweans) eat only insects”.   
 
6.6 Implications and Suggestions 
 
The participants interviewed indicate a conflicting existence which emphasises both 
“social cohesiveness (and) social flexibility” (Bauman, 1998: 15-16).  This is 
informed by an expedient adaptation to circumstance yet this adaptation produces 
conflict.  They do what they have to do but exist within mental spaces which include 
conflicting needs of family, their own desire to return home and their need to provide 
for their family.  The difficulties of making money in South Africa in the present 
economic situation makes it impossible to return home as successful heroes.  Yet, 
they maintain a sense of heroism in the belief that at least they are providing for the 
family as well as they can.  They feel like they are fulfilling their role which helps 
them to attain a semblance of psychological and emotional adaptation in their liminal 
existence.   
 
The importance of identity as indicated in the findings needs to be acknowledged with 
a view to developing more flexible and pertinent policy and ways of dealing with 
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Zimbabwean migrants and migrants in general.  The findings reveal that 
Zimbabweans come from distinctive histories, political and cultural contexts.  Their 
identities root them in their country and community and their families are in 
Zimbabwe.  These factors contribute to their desire, expressed by all six participants 
to return home and invest in Zimbabwe - four of the participants indicate that they 
wish to open up businesses in Zimbabwe and that they hope to finance this goal by 
monies earned in South Africa.  Should political and economic stability return they 
look forward to achieving this goal, provisional on their economic success in South 
Africa.   
 
South African policy exhibits attitudes contradictory to the values of Southern African 
Development Community (SADC) - to promote a unified Southern Africa.  Existing 
policies need to be reviewed taking note of migrant perspectives on their identities, 
their desire to maintain their identity and ultimately return home (see: the 1995 SADC 
Draft Protocol on Free Movement in Oucho and Crush, 2001: 139).  South African 
public opinion has been influence by both policy and media and remains in ignorance 
of Zimbabwean perspectives.  Creation of further understanding is vital in the 
promotion of tolerance and the combating of xenophobia.  “Sharing stories” 
(Endurance) has the potential to overcome barriers between South Africans and 
Zimbabweans by revealing Zimbabwean push-pull factors and the cultural 
commonalities between these two groups.  The former South African government’s 
disinclination to openly acknowledge Zimbabwe’s political, social and economic 
problems must be transformed into openness by the present administration.  It is only 
through acknowledging the present crisis that a way can be found to move forward.   
 
Zimbabwean migrants have much to offer South Africa and her citizens.  They have 
developed resilience and entrepreneurial skills which could be utilised to establish 
centres of skills production in South Africa for South Africans.  This could expand 
investment in South African economies and provide South Africans with 
opportunities to develop their own skills sets and widen economic prospects.  This 
could also facilitate South African education on Zimbabweans and Zimbabwe, 
creating the opportunity for dialogue.  South Africans and its migrant populations can 
be assisted through training in human rights issues as suggested in a British 
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Broadcasting Company (BBC) news report entitled ‘City migrant support centre 
opens’ (2010). 
 
Entrepreneurial opportunities utilising the skills of Zimbabwean migrants are for the 
most part a future investment, however.  Current issues facing migrants include 
addressing the trauma they experience due to border crossings, confrontations with 
border police, ‘Gumaguma’ and xenophobia.  Victims of border-related trauma need 
psychological as well as the medical assistance already in existence provided by 
medical teams such as those working with Medicins sans Frontiers (MSF) (Howden, 
2010).  This could be provided by help centres established in Messina at the South 
African border.  Since illegal migrants fear disclosure and deportation, however, this 
assistance will necessarily apply to legal entrants.  The 2009 Human Development 
Report has initiated holistic reform for member countries, which will, it is hoped, 
benefit host and home countries through “liberalizing and simplifying migration 
channels, especially for seasonal and circular migration programmes and for unskilled 
people … conditional on employer demand and allow for visa extensions and long-
term stay” (MIDSA Report, 2009: 2).  Migrant health and human rights are also 
emphasised since through migrant remittances, their families remain operational and 
South Africans can benefit from legal, skilled labour. 
 
The emphasis on xenophobia in the findings cannot be ignored.  While none of the 
participants indicated that they have experienced violence themselves, they all had 
experienced verbal abuse from South Africans.  This, coupled with the heightened 
tensions at the time of fieldwork revealed that the migrants were traumatised by 
xenophobia or simply the dread of it.  They thus exist in an ambiguous state in which 
they never know when xenophobia will be expressed or how bad it will be.  The 
implications for South Africans of the pressure of migrants upon the South African 
economy cannot be ignored.  While Gift indicated that he pays taxes upon his stock 
and contributes to the economy, Friend, Praise and Endurance maintain that the local 
South Africans should benefit from economic opportunities too and that services such 
as those provided by health and education are theirs because they belong here.  The 
drain on South African resources has been implied by anti-migrationists (Oucho and 
Crush, 2001: 147).  The argument that migrants benefit the economy, however, must 
be considered in the face of the influx of people fleeing instability in their countries 
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which necessitates the deployment of man-power to assist them (“South Africa: 
Xenophobia”, 2008).  This suggests that health, management and administrative 
departments, for example, will be spread thinly to meet local as well as migrant 
populations.  In this climate too, it is vital to examine the problem of xenophobia, its 
contexts and effects. 
 
The participants’ narratives about their struggles to survive as migrants in the context 
of xenophobia, reveal that “Events which are so emotionally overwhelming are 
defined as traumatic, Because they overwhelm the ordinary human adaptations to life” 
(Herman, 1998: 33 In Maw, 2007: 75).  This is indicated in their fears they express 
regarding xenophobia and its imminent eruption.  Their reactions and discussions 
reveal that in their lives “Trauma involves ‘intense fear, hopelessness, loss of control 
and threat of annihilation’ (Andersen 1985)” (In Maw, 2007: 75). 
 
In the context of the culture shock the participants’ experience, this research study and 
others like it has the potential to provide people of diverse contexts with “spaces for 
reflection”.  The value of this type of research is that it explores migrant adaptation 
held within their perspectives.  It also allows “the narration of trauma (which) is 
usually private (amongst) friends or locked away, willed into forgetfulness” (Meyer, 
2007: 68).  While this is an area of research requiring much sensitivity, the findings in 
this research indicate the need for the expression of “private and collective … 
unspoken hurts” (Meyer, 2007: 68) to be addressed.  This suggests potential avenues 
of assistance for migrants and other marginalised groups who are especially voiceless.   
 
Memory is a vital area of research in oral history and this study indicates a fruitful 
avenue for future oral history research projects.  The further exploration of the themes 
of resilience, memory and liminality under the overarching “lense(..)” (Field & 
Swanson, 2007: 9) of culture has the potential to reveal the interaction and mediation 
of memory in resilience.  Cultural, personal and national myths of the hero are 
significant in the examination of “frames of understanding or ways of coping” (Field 
& Swanson, 2007: 10) within the construction of identity.  While such research 
should not claim to heal people, sharing stories has the potential to create unity and 
build connections between people.  This is significant in the context of South Africa’s 
fractured society of both indigenous and foreign populations. 
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6.7 Conclusion 
 
In conclusion, while ‘home’ is no longer a physical place - it exists as part of our 
identities - it is our history, our background, our accent, our ancestry, our mannerisms, 
our culture, our story (Masade, 2007: 94-95).  This differentiates, yet has the power to 
unite through the sharing of experiences and common practices and beliefs.  
According to Masade (2007: 96) “home can now be taken along with the traveller 
(and) reconstructed as new combinations of identities”.  For most, however, despite a 
complex of adaptive practices and mindsets, ultimately as Friend maintains, “home is 
(always) best”. 
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ADDENDUM A: 
Interview schedule for Zimbabwean migrants in Port Elizabeth 
 
 
Department of Sociology and Anthropology 
 
Research Project - An exploration of myth in the adaptation processes of Zimbabwean 
migrants residing in Port Elizabeth 
 
Interview Schedule - 2010 
 
The following ethical principles apply in the context of this    research study: 
1. Informed consent: This research project is about the adaptation processes of 
Zimbabwean migrants in South Africa.  The purpose is to collect information 
about your experience moving to South Africa as a Zimbabwean migrant in 
order to contribute to knowledge of Zimbabwean perspectives.  This may 
assist in the formation of suggestions towards improving conditions for 
Zimbabwean migrants in South Africa. 
2. The interviewee has the choice not to answer any questions he/she is 
uncomfortable with.   
3. The interviewee will remain anonymous, and information will be kept 
confidential when it is requested. 
4. No harm will come to any research participants.  If an interviewee feels unsafe 
or uncomfortable about participating in the project, he/she may choose to 
withdraw from participation. 
5. Nobody will be deceived during the study; an open and honest environment 
will be maintained at all times.  
 
Preliminary Interview Questions 
 
Please draw your response to the following question: 
 
How do you see moving to South Africa? 
 
 
 167
- Belief systems give some people support when they face new or challenging 
situations.  How do your cultural beliefs support you as a migrant in a new 
country?   
 
- Do you think that family stories or stories of your ancestors or cultural heroes 
have given you wisdom to understand and adjust to your situation as a 
migrant? 
- In what way do your family stories or stories of your ancestors or 
cultural heroes give you wisdom to understand and adjust to your 
situation as a migrant? 
 
- What aspects of your story of moving to South Africa do you think you would 
like to tell the next generation in your family? 
- Why would you like to tell the next generation in your family? 
 
- Some maintain that sharing stories can create bonds between people.  Are 
there any instances when you found that you have a similar life story to 
someone from South Africa? 
- If yes, how has this helped to create bonds between you? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
